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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis investigates the rhetorical inventions of queer sex workers to theorize modern 

apprehensions surrounding the relationship between persuasion and harlotry. Sex work and 

queerness are scripted as unruly and dangerous persuasions that must be disposed of to 

maintain and propel modern civilized political life. Queer sex workers who perform 

cisheterosexuality for work are particularly marked for symbolizing a perverse, 

promiscuous and duplicitous kind of sociality that threatens the public/private divide and 

the modern imperative for transparent and authentic subjects. Studying sex work requires 

a structural analysis of the carceral continuum endemic to racial capitalism and should 

trouble the incorporative pathways offered by conditional inclusion. Building from cross-

points between queer theory, rhetorical theory and sex worker studies, this thesis examines 

two films that publicize sex working ensembles that scheme, dream, plan and refuse the 

conditions and conventions of violence intrinsic to the arrangements of racial capitalism.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“The state understands the need to keep us from knowing ourselves, knowing our 

masses.” 

 

—José Esteban Muñoz1 

 

"My greatest pleasure is when I am with other sex workers and our loved ones, dreaming 

and preparing to revolutionize everyday life." 

  

—Irene Silt2 

 

This thesis project is about queer sex workers who dare to call themselves sex 

workers in public and the attendant life worlds that surround them. It is about sex worker 

radicalism(s) that envision and enact horizons of collectivity and care contra bourgeois 

conceptions of decorum and respectability. It is about study and refusal, duplicity and 

defiance, danger and persuasion. The agitators, philosophers, dreamers, provocateurs, 

orators, and media-makers of sex work social movements are collectively inventing 

alternative means of communication and imaginaries of rebellion. Studying two queer sex 

worker films from the 1990s, I argue that queer sex working films provide glimpses of sex 

working ensembles that contest state efforts to keep sex workers from knowing themselves 

and their masses. This thesis provides readings of Carol Leigh and Maria Beatty’s 1991 

Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour and Hima B.’s 1994 Straight for the Money: 

Interviews with Queer Sex Workers within a larger landscape of historical and 

contemporary sex worker radicalism to argue that, in their different ways, both films 

 
1 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York University Press, 
2009), 64.  
2 Irene Silt, The Tricking Hour, Tripwire Pamphlet #7 (Oakland: TRIPWIRE, 2020), 11. 
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imagine modes of sex worker livelihood and community in opposition to legal and social 

codes of conduct that work to regulate and eradiate sex worker existence.3  

Studying queer sex workers that perform heterosexuality for work, I argue that the 

rhetoric of queer sex workers communicates a politics of defiance that can loosen the 

cisheterosexual arrangements of sexuality and work under racial capitalism. Promiscuous 

to the public/private divide and the demand for transparent and authentic sexuality, the 

lives of queer sex workers illuminate the violent constraints of life and politics and the 

necessity of defiant, collective action against contemporary death-making structures that 

especially, but not only, target Black, Indigenous, queer, trans and gender non-conforming 

sex working people. Following Cathy J. Cohen’s challenge in “Punks, Bulldaggers, and 

Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” to envision queer political 

solidarity beyond sexual identification and civil rights frameworks by fore-fronting the 

ways in which white supremacy and capitalism distribute life chances by marking 

racialized bodies as sexual and gender deviant, I argue that defiant queer sex working 

political formations can and should invent horizons of collectivity that critique and refuse 

structures of white supremacist cisheteronormativity that reinforce racial capitalism’s 

undermining of our capacities to wage radical coalitional struggles.4 While the political 

frame of sex work in some instances has reproduced and been limited by a single-issue 

framework oriented towards inclusion, I tease out ways in which sex worker frames might 

present a horizon of radical imagination that challenges the incorporation of sex worker 

 
3 Carol Leigh and Maria Beatty, Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour (1991, Leigh/Harlot Productions); 
Hima B. Straight for the Money, Interviews with Queer Sex Workers, directed by Hima B. (New York: 
Himaphiliac Productions, 1994). 
4 Cathy J. Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” Gay 
and Lesbian Quarterly 3 (1997): 437-465. 
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politics into capitalist work culture in favor of defiant queer sex working life-worlds for 

those José Esteban Muñoz calls “minoritarian subjects” engaged in transformative social 

and political work.5  

I situate this project at the cross-point of rhetorical theory, queer theory and sex 

worker studies. After all, the discipline of rhetoric has been designated as the “harlot of the 

arts.” Charles E. Morris III and Catherine Helen Palczewski trace rhetoric’s designation as 

the “harlot of the arts” as a prime demonstration of the ways in which “rhetoric, itself, is 

sexed, gendered, and sexualized.”6 The Greek goddess Peitho personified persuasion and 

seduction and her transformation into Rhetorica, Dame Rhetoric, constructed her as a 

“mother of harlots and lies.”7 By analogizing the rhetor and the harlot as threats to the polis, 

rhetoric could only be “tamed” into a useful art if civilized political life cut off the flow of 

passion represented by the body of a woman and, in particular, the untamed sexuality of 

the harlot.8 The relationship between elocution and harlotry is further demonstrated in 

Ferrante Pallavicino’s 1642 satire La Retorica Delle Puttane (The Whores’ Rhetoric) that 

presents an oration of fifteen rhetorical lessons from an old former prostitute attempting to 

persuade a destitute young girl to pursue a career in whoredom: in the first lesson the old 

woman states that the whore's rhetoric is "nothing but the art of multiplying cunning 

words.”9 The mutual vocabulary use within sex manuals and rhetorical texts (schemata in 

 
5 See José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia. 
6  Charles E. Morris III and Catherine Helen Palczewski, “SEXING COMMUNICATION: Hearing, Feeling, 
Remembering Sex/Gender and Sexuality in the NCA,” in A Century of Communication Studies: The 
Unfinished Conversation, eds. Pat J. Gehrke and William M. Keith (Routledge, 2014), 128.  
7 Ibid. 
8 Jane Sutton, “The Taming of the Polos/Polis: Rhetoric as an Achievement Without Women,” The Southern 
Communication Journal 57, no. 2 (Winter 1992), 111; see also, Michelle Ballif, Seduction, Sophistry, and the 
Woman with the Rhetorical Figure (Southern Illinois University Press, 2001).  
9 Paolo Fasoli, “Bodily "Figurae": Sex and Rhetoric in Early Libertine Venice, 1642–51,” Journal for Early 
Modern Cultural Studies 12, no. 2 (Spring 2012); quote by Pallavicinio cited in Fasoli, 100. 
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Greek, figurae in Latin) to denote both figures of speech and coital positions illustrates the 

“structural kinship” between harlotry and rhetoric. 10  Through rhetorical invention, 

Pallavicino maintains that the prostitute can capture any customer by “folding herself into 

all the forms, and adjusting herself to all the pleasure.” 11  Rhetoric’s association with 

harlotry—and in particular, the intergenerational rhetorical inventions of mothering 

harlots—produces long-standing apprehensions regarding queer sex working rhetoric that 

shape and inform modern life.  

The designation of rhetoric as the “harlot of the arts” implores further examination 

into the harlot’s art of persuasion and the way in which queer sex working rhetoric is 

marked as a dangerous persuasion. By folding themselves into the form of 

cisheterosexuality, sex workers who are straight for the money are particularly subject to 

accusations of fraudulent and deceptive rhetorical invention. Furthermore, the positioning 

of harlots as cunning rhetors as the grounds to “tame” rhetoric into a useful art of civilized 

political life challenges established dichotomies between appropriate and inappropriate 

uses of persuasion. For millennia, the Western rhetorical tradition has worked to 

distinguish between responsible and legitimate free speech from propaganda and 

demagoguery, instilling an emphasis on temperate, responsible and ethical civic judgement 

in opposition to intemperate and amoral uses of persuasion.12 I contend that the figuration 

of harlotry as the exemplar of the dangerous misuse of rhetoric demands a return to the 

rhetoricity of harlots in the contemporary instantiation and political frame of sex worker 

 
10 Ibid, 103.  
11 James Grantham Turner, “The Whores Rhetorick: Narrative, Pornography, and the Origins of the Novel,” 
Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 24 (1995), 300. 
12  J. Michael Hogan, “Persuasion in the Rhetorical Tradition,” in The SAGE Handbook of Persuasion: 
Developments in Theory and Practice, eds. James Price Dillard and Lijiang Shen (SAGE Publications, 2012), 
2-19.   
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social movements. Instead of attempting to prove the temperate, responsible and moral 

uses of sex worker rhetoric, I refuse this project of inclusive stabilization in favor of staying 

with the dangerous persuasive efforts of queer sex workers that can thwart white bourgeois 

investments in decorum and respectability. Challenging Dilip P. Gaonkar’s critique of “the 

promiscuous use of the term rhetoric” is Heather Lee Branstetter’s defense of promiscuous 

rhetorical research. Instead of theorizing the promiscuous deployment of rhetoric as 

undermining rhetoric as a situated practical art, loosening our conceptions of where rhetoric 

takes place can reorient disciplinary modes of scholarship and challenge our commonplace 

assumptions of what “proper” rhetorical studies feels, looks and acts like.13 Examining the 

rhetorical strategies of sex workers themselves not only loosens the discipline’s 

conceptions of proper rhetors in the public sphere but can challenge the overarching 

disciplinary imperative to isolate temperate and responsible civic judgement from unruly 

rhetorical invention.  

The positioning of harlotry as a dangerous persuasion informs modern imperatives 

to eradicate sex workers from the public sphere. The stakes of this argument are high: just 

a month before I finalized this thesis, mass shooter Robert Aaron Long opened fire on 

massage parlors in Atlanta, killing eight people including six Asian-American massage 

parlor workers. Long’s “justification” to the police was that the spas he opened fire on 

represented “temptation he wanted to eliminate.” 14  Regardless of whether or not the 

massage parlor workers provided sexual services, sex worker advocate Esther K argues 

 
13  Heather Lee Branstetter, “Promiscuous Approaches to Reorienting Rhetorical Research,” in Sexual 
Rhetorics: Methods, Identities, Publics, eds. Jonathan Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes (Routledge, 2017), 
20.  
14 Marie Solis, “'A specific kind of racism': Atlanta shootings fuel fears over anti-sex-work ideology,” The 
Guardian, March 18, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/mar/18/atlanta-spa-shootings-
anti-sex-worker-racism-sexism.  
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that the massacre is a sex worker issue because Asian massage parlor workers are scripted 

as de facto sex workers and scapegoated as such, revealing the ways in which racism, 

sexism and anti-sex-work sentiment work together to produce anti-Asian violence.15 The 

designation of harlots as dangerous and deceptive rhetors is gendered, sexualized, 

racialized, and classed. The scripting of sex workers and people perceived to be sex 

workers as sinful temptations that must be eliminated to preserve national morality shapes 

the landscape of sex working rhetorical efforts to mobilize change. The figuration of sex 

workers as possessing dangerous persuasive power materializes vicious attempts to 

eradicate sex workers’ existences in public space, regardless of whether or not they solicit 

sex. In positioning sex workers as a dangerous threat, modern law and society work to keep 

everyone in their assigned place and function as determined by the white bourgeois terms 

of racial capitalism.  

The language of sex work and sex worker has accrued a particular force within 

public discourse(s) largely because of the persuasive efforts of sex workers working against 

conditions of violence. Both are self-identified terms that allow sex workers to not only 

describe themselves and their communities but transform political horizons. As the quote 

from Irene Silt opening this chapter gestures towards, sex workers are dreaming together 

and preparing to revolutionize everyday life, finding ways to be in relation with one another 

in opposition to the isolation that the stigmatization of sex work enforces. In The Tricking 

Hour, Irene Silt dares to forward a sex worker position against the carceral state and against 

capitalism.16 Working with the Clandestine Whores Network, an expansive collective of 

sex workers against work that embraces the clandestine nature of sex work to nurture 

 
15 Ibid. 
16 Irene Silt, The Tricking Hour.   
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resistance and solidarity, Silt charts an anti-state, anti-capitalist queer sex working praxis 

that believes that within sex workers’ inclinations to survive outside of the state’s control 

and oversight there is latent potential to manifest powerful material care networks and 

generate confrontational responses to those that harm sex workers, including the state.17 

Silt pushes back against traditional labor politics frameworks, the romanticism of the noble 

proletariat, and the limits of democratic electoral politics within fascist regimes that hollow 

out and whittle down sex worker radicalism(s) into “long-waited solutions that inevitably 

include our extinction.”18  

The 2018 passage of the Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act and the Allow States 

and Victims to Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (SESTA/FOSTA), are two of politicians’ 

long-waited solutions that inevitably include and legitimize sex worker extinction. 

SESTA/FOSTA amends section 230 of the Communications Decency Act to clarify the 

illegality of assisting, facilitating, or supporting sex trafficking within digital 

communications, shutting down the ability for sex workers to communicate on the Internet. 

Both were overwhelmingly passed with bipartisan support, which sex workers point 

towards as evidence of the difficultly of pushing sex worker agendas within capitalist 

electoral politics.19 As Jody Liu rightfully puts it, SESTA/FOSTA is carceral feminism, a 

project of spatial governmentality that creates digital exclusionary zones that make sex 

worker’s livelihoods more dangerous by restricting the ability for sex workers to use the 

Internet to find and screen clients and organize with one another.20 But SESTA and FOSTA 

 
17 Ibid, 35. 
18 Ibid, 24. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Jody Liu, “The carceral feminism of SESTA-FOSTA: Reproducing spaces of exclusion from IRL to URL,” in  
Queer Sites in Global Contexts Technologies, Spaces, and Otherness, eds. Regner Ramos, Sharif Mowlabocus 
(London: Routledge, 2020), 117-132. 
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aren’t new; they emerge from a much longer history of efforts that work to purify sex 

workers from the nation-state and the public sphere. Jody Liu connects the 1875 Page Act, 

the 1910 Mann Act, red abatement laws, and Prostitution Free Zones (PFZs) as projects of 

carcerality that reclassify “racialized, feminized/queered, and classed individuals as 

disposable and forcefully removes them from the public and social sphere—both virtual 

and physical.”21  

Given that the rhetoric of sex workers is situated as a dangerous persuasion, I am 

interested in following the rhetoric of sex workers that do not distance themselves from 

dangerous sex working potentialities but rather revel in the necessity of radical sex worker 

politics to dis-cohere contemporary gendered, sexualized, racialized, and classed 

arrangements of power that incentivize and legitimize imperatives to eradicate illicit sex 

working subjects from public view. Even as sex workers fight against SESTA/FOSTA and 

fight for the removal of laws against sex work, sex workers are not only creating alternative 

structures such as sex worker run digital platforms, but are building strategies for collective 

action that situates the fight for decriminalization within global racial capitalism and the 

racist state violence of the criminal justice system.22 These radical sex worker politics 

imagine sex worker liberation as far more demanding task than the legitimization of sex 

work within currently existing legal and economic infrastructures. Critically, these radical 

sex worker politics work to structurally analyze patterns in law and society that legitimize 

violence against sex workers across spaces and times. As Gail Pheterson posits, “Prostitute 

activists view institutionalized abuse as the prime source of whore oppression.”23 While 

 
21 Ibid, 127.  
22 Ibid, 128-129. 
23 Gail Pheterson, A Vindication of the Rights of Whores (Seattle, WA: Seal Press, 1989), 15. 
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public concern individualizes violence to the figure of the pimp to pursue the “ideological 

salvation of prostitutes,” radical sex working activisms challenge the absolution of the state 

and society to upend the ways in which “official laws and socially sanctioned attitudes 

justify the oppression of prostitutes.”24 Instead of only tinkering with individual regulations 

for conditional inclusion, radical queer sex worker politics of defiance attempts anti-

carceral and anti-capitalist collective revolution against legal and societal structures that 

establish violence as a condition and convention for the continuation of racial capitalism.  

With every state, corporate and social attempt to wipe out the existence of sex 

workers, there is rebellion and refusal by those who exceed legal and social efforts of 

extermination. Just as Jody Liu traces the rebellious collectivity of sex worker organizing 

against SESTA/FOSTA, there is a disobedient rebellion amongst those that refuse to follow 

local, state and federal laws that criminalize the exchange of sex for money, and in doing 

so build alternative life worlds in opposition to the confines of legitimized conduct. Despite 

constant persecution, there are radical potentialities within sex worker collectives 

envisioning dissonant, anti-carceral, and anti-capitalist horizons. Scheming, theorizing, 

dreaming, preparing, revolutionizing: these are the actions of sex workers building modes 

of thought and practice to mobilize collective resistance. Attending to the institutionalized 

abuse and oppression emerges in the day-to-day activities of sex workers that experience 

repetitive intensities of state sanctioned violence. Considering that “personal experience of 

state abuse is usually the catalyst for political action,” sex working radicals envision and 

invent rebellious possibilities by being together in opposition to structures of violence that 

work to keep sex workers apart and conventionalize violence against sex workers.25 This 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid, 38.  
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mode of collective action is also an intellectual practice akin to Fred Moten and Stefano 

Harney’s concept of study:  

When I think about the way we use the term ‘study,’ I think we are committed to 

the idea that study is what you do with other people. It’s talking and walking around 

with other people, working, dancing, suffering, some irreducible convergence of all 

three, held under the name of speculative practice. The notion of a rehearsal – being 

in a kind of workshop, playing in a band, in a jam session, or old men sitting on a 

porch, or people working together in a factory – there are these various modes of 

activity. The point of calling it ‘study’ is to mark that the incessant and irreversible 

intellectuality of these activities is already present. These activities aren’t ennobled 

by the fact that we now say, ‘oh, if you did these things in a certain way, you could 

be said to be have been studying.’ To do these things is to be involved in a kind of 

common intellectual practice. What’s important is to recognize that that has been 

the case – because that recognition allows you to access a whole, varied, alternative 

history of thought.26 

Sex worker study marks a commitment to the idea that ensembles of sex workers 

forge intemperate speculative modes of sociality. These modes of study are not chastely 

restrained to the established boundaries of intellectualism. In its loose and unbounded 

fashion, sex worker study multiplies perversely. Street walking, talking, working, dancing, 

and suffering—and their irreducible convergences—propagates a mode of speculative 

study that disarticulates established proper terrains of intellectual social reproduction. Sex 

worker study is on the loose. In Good Girls/Bad Girls: Feminists and Sex Trade Workers 

Face to Face, Laurie Bell describes a group of feminists inviting sex workers to dialogue 

over a potluck dinner at a house with a front door sign that read “Thank you for not 

smoking.”27 The “good girls” assumed their traditional role and prepared too much food, 

assuming that the sex workers couldn’t or wouldn’t cook. All of the sex workers who 

arrived were smokers, and every time the “good girl” feminists began their agenda, 

 
26  Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study (Minor 
Compositions, 2013), 110.  
27 Laurie Bell, Good Girls/Bad Girls: Sex Trade Workers & Feminists Face to Face (Toronto: Ontario Public 
Interest Research Group, 1987), 11-14. 
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someone would go to the back room where they were relegated to smoke. The important 

and lively conversations of the potluck emerged in this backroom while sex workers 

smoked cigarettes and swapped stories amongst those that would join them. Laurie Bell 

articulates that this night suggests the necessity of examining the languages, rules, 

conditions and turfs of coalitional discussion and calls for feminists to prepare for “things 

to get hazy” because haze and smoke might very well be the signs of transformative work.28 

Sex workers diverging from the set agenda burgeoned sex worker sociality against the 

established chaste terrains of the domestic household to exact a mode of sex worker study 

on the loose.  

Another approach to sex worker study emerges in María Lugones’ essay, “Tactical 

Strategies of the Streetwalker/ Estrategias Tácticas de la Callejera.” 29  María Lugones 

argues that instead of the societal theoreticians and strategists that conceive of themselves 

as “perched up high,” streetwalking practices of hanging out affront enclosures of the social 

and “permits one to learn, to listen, to transmit information, to participate in communicative 

creations, to gauge possibilities, to have a sense of the directions of intentionality, to gain 

social depth.”30 Streetwalking hangout spaces are highly fluid, worldly, non-sanctioned, 

communicative and contestatory retreats for the passing on of knowledge full of tactical-

strategic fashioning, enigmatic vocabularies and gestures, and commentaries on structural 

pressures and gaps “sieged by and in defiance of logics and structures of domination.”31 

Walking in illegitimate refusal while reading structures of domination from below, sex 

 
28 Ibid, 14. 
29  María Lugones, “Tactical Strategies of the Streetwalker/ Estrategias Tácticas de la Callejera.” in 
Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition against Multiple Oppressions (Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003). 
30 Ibid, 207-209. 
31 Ibid, 221.  
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working sociality speculates on the “conceptual, axiological, institutional, material set of 

limitations” that construe the meaning of the possible.32 In pivoting spatiality, this renewed 

sense of sex worker sociality rejuvenates “the urge to go beyond survival” and plots 

promiscuous modes of togetherness that can “concoct the bursting out of confinement.”33 

Gleaning the enigmatic vocabularies and gestures of undercommon practices of sex 

working sociality requires a swerving deviation from not only the theoretician’s elevated 

perch, but the assigned straight and narrow methodological path. In “Ephemera as 

Evidence,” José Esteban Muñoz contests the institutional regimes of rigor that question the 

evidential authority of queer inquiry that implicitly or explicitly advises scholars to make 

“our projects ‘straighter.’”34 Muñoz explicates the ideological underpinnings of discourses 

of rigor and evidence that disavow the indeterminacy and often covert transmission of 

queerness. Rather, ephemera as evidence proffers a mode of proofing and producing 

arguments interested in following the “traces, glimmers, residues, and specks of things” to 

open queer intellectuality. Theorizing ephemera as evidence cracks open the certitude of 

protocols and conventions “that stand in the minoritarian subject’s path when they attempt 

to enact counter-publics through alternative modes of culture making and intellectual 

work.”35 As works such as Sex Work: Writings From the Sex Industry, Whores and Other 

Feminists, and Queer Sex Work make devastatingly clear, sex workers are by in large not 

straight.36 All three texts in their different ways show rich varieties of sexual practices of 

 
32 Ibid, 231.  
33 Ibid, 226. 
34 José Esteban Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” Women & Performance: 
a journal of feminist theory 8, no. 2 (1996), 7.  
35 Ibid, 11. 
36 Frédérique Delacoste, Priscilla Alexander, Sex Work: Writings From the Sex Industry (Cleis Press, 1987); 
Jill Nagle, Whores and Other Feminists (Routledge, 1997); Nicola Smith, Katy Pilcher, Mary Laing, Queer Sex 
Work (Routledge, 2015). 
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sex workers and reveal the continuing relevance of long-standing histories of queer and 

trans sex working cultures. Refusing straight sexuality, straight work, and straight-edge 

behavior are practices present in the lives of sex workers that challenge modern imperatives 

to make our sexualities, our projects, and our lives straighter. Demands to be straight, go 

straight, and straighten up distill spatial dynamics and orientation cues that must be 

generatively refused in favor of the swerving deviations of ephemeral and unruly queer 

life. The lives of queer sex workers that fold themselves into the form of cisheterosexuality 

for money provide an angle to study the demands of straightness while glimpsing the traces 

of queerness made ephemeral.   

In the works of sex workers that I analyze in the following chapters there are 

ephemeral transmissions of queerness that I tease out as “blueprints and schemata of a 

foreword-dawning futurity.”37 My attention towards ephemera requires that I refuse the 

compulsion to make my texts straighter, which is another way to say that I refuse to jettison 

their full complexities and textures. I cruise transmissions of queerness within public acts 

of disobedience and public enunciations of queer sex working life. I read Scarlot Harlot’s 

Interstate Solicitation Tour and Straight for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers 

as emblematic texts that access hidden histories of queer sex working life and gesture 

towards queer sex working world-making in opposition to the necropolitical death-making 

operations of the contemporary social order. Furthermore, I theorize the protocols and 

conventions that impede sex worker counter-publics and the generation of sex worker 

revolutionary politics. In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour, viewers encounter 

the ways in which penal statutes hold back the possibility of sex worker counter-publics 

 
37 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1. 
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but also the ways that heated, confrontational civilians impede sex worker life. In Straight 

for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers, viewers encounter queer sex working 

women that challenge the paradigm of authenticity within sex work and the isolation of 

queer sex working women from queer politics and feminism. Conventions of decorum, 

normalcy, and authenticity are examined for the ways in which they limit sex workers in 

their day-to-day lives and in movement work. The protocols and conventions of white, 

bourgeois cisheterosexuality are upended by queer ways of living that refuse to take sex 

work off the table and dare to communicate collective defiance. 

The Linguistic Choice of Sex Work 

The political frame of sex work and political identity of sex worker are building 

robust analysis, art and action against the criminalization and stigmatization of those that 

engage in compensated sexual exchange. Sex work is an umbrella term for compensated 

sexual services including, but not limited to: full-service sex work, stripping, camming, 

and pro-domme work. Since the term’s coinage in the 1970s, credited to Carol Leigh, social 

movements mobilizing a sex worker frame have emerged as a political force across the 

globe, building on longer legacies of deviance and revolt that precede the language of sex 

work. Sex workers are using music, books, films, magazines, and podcasts to communicate 

the experiences of sex workers and to chart political horizons.  

To even use the language of sex work and sex worker embeds oneself in 

disagreement. Anti-pornography feminists reject the frame for normalizing violence 

against women.38 In a critique that I explore further in Chapter 1, Kathi Weeks argues that 

the frame is an attempt to make illicit work legible and respectable to hegemonic work 

 
38 See for example Catharine A. MacKinnon, “Trafficking, Prostitution, and Inequality,” Harvard Civil Rights-
Civil Liberties Law Review 46, no. 2 (2011).  
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culture.39 I read Week’s critique and other similar critiques as an attempt to cleanse sex 

workers from community-developed language without listening to the complexities of sex 

worker interlocutors who deploy the term. The incessant efforts to cleanse sex work, sex 

workers, and the language of sex work and sex workers from public spheres (digital and 

otherwise)—whether through criminal charges, social stigma, feminist morality, or even 

feminist Marxist critique—demand a consideration of the language and politics of the sex 

worker political position.   

Sometimes it takes years for sex workers to describe themselves as sex workers 

because they haven’t heard the phrase, or they didn’t see their labor as sex work, or they 

didn’t see their labor like those sex workers. But when “sex work” and “sex worker” click, 

they hold the power to mobilize ties that energize instead of isolate sex workers from each 

other. The terms “sex work” and “sex worker” hold complex meanings in their use and 

deployment; they do not have set upon definitions, nor do they name a universal 

experience. “Sex work” and “sex worker” are composite terms replete with a variety of 

meanings and interpretations. Centrally however, the placement of sex and work together 

troubles modern conceptions of sex and work to such an extreme that those that cross the 

boundaries of the acceptable sex and work relation by daring to sell sex are castigated and 

demonized as legitimate and deserving victims of violence. Sex workers name the violence 

of the police, the power of police to abuse and rape sex workers, and day-to-day 

surveillance and arrest. Sex workers study the operations of race, gender, and sexuality at 

play in compensated sexual exchange. Sex workers attend to the material conditions that 

surround sex work and theorize the “choices” available to poor people that facilitate sex 

 
39 Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries 
(Duke University Press, 2011), 67. 
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work as contingently favorable to the waged work available or to the violence(s) of 

unemployment and poverty.40 

Sex workers have gone by many names and euphemisms from “prostitute” to 

“fallen woman,” to “whore,” to “hustler,” to “public woman,” to “lady of the night,” to 

“call girl” and “lost sister”; these names are deployed in the sex worker rhetoric(s) I will 

attend to, as most sex workers do not agree that to use sex work linguistically means the 

banishment of all other terms. Many sex workers continue to use other languages and 

grammars in addition to the language of sex work. Carol Leigh offered the language of 

“sex work” and “sex worker” as challenges to the stigmatization wound up with the 

euphemistic naming of sex workers, but she also continues to use “prostitute” and 

“prostitute activism” as well. Both the terms “sex work” and “sex worker” experience the 

effects of stigmatization in their own way as well, as “sex work,” and the practices and 

politics the term describes, still seems to leave a bad taste in the mouths of some non-sex 

working liberals and leftists. I maintain that “sex work” and “sex worker” were coined for 

usage. They are linguistic gifts that can aid us in attending to the complexity of exchanging 

sexual services within a broader structure of racial capitalism that coerces legal waged 

work by threatening incarceration, starvation, homelessness, and death. 

Sex Worker Frameworks and the Question of Violence 

One of the reasons sex worker politics are difficult to write about and to enact is 

that sex workers and sex worker politics are constantly barraged by an onslaught of 

critiques from a wide range of positions. From anti-pornography feminists who think the 

frame normalizes violence against women, to Marxists who believe the frame legitimizes 

 
40 Amber Hollibaugh, “On the Street We Live,” The Women's Review of Books 5, No. 4 (Jan., 1988), 3.  
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the violence of capitalism, to Christian moralists that position the harlot as a sign of the 

end times, sex workers are attacked from so many sides. This onslaught of criticism often 

leaves sex workers in a space of negation and reaction, trapped in responding to the 

opposing side according to frameworks and terms designed from the outset to exclude 

them. And sometimes, this leads sex workers to flip the terms at hand. Because sex workers 

repeatedly encounter criticisms that mark sex work as exceptionally violent or complicit 

with patriarchal exploitation, I comprehend the move to respond to such claims with 

arguments about individual empowerment and spiritual calling as a rejection of violent 

savior politics that presume all sex workers are trafficked victims in need of police-aided 

rescue. Though such counter-arguments can be limited in that they might appear to valorize 

an individualistic ethos, I insist that there is far more complexity to sex worker politics than 

the way it has been framed by sex work detractors as exclusively attached to individualistic 

values. While they certainly circulate within sex worker movements, rhetoric(s) of 

empowerment and spirituality not only do not mark the totality of sex worker movements, 

they also do not mark the end point or horizon of sex worker politics. Yet, the sex worker 

frame often gets pigeonholed into these discourses as the only rhetoric(s) being deployed 

within sex worker movement work.   

This reduction of sex worker politics happens in part because analyses assume sex 

worker rhetoric only as reaction to sex work detractors rather than from the position of sex 

work and sex workers themselves.  Thus, sex worker rhetoric that exceeds the frames set 

by sex worker detractors is pushed out of view, while sex workers and sex worker rhetoric 

are imagined to be in equal dialogic footing with hegemonic ideology that stigmatizes sex 

work. For instance, Ronald Weitzer characterizes the anti-prostitution feminist “oppression 
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paradigm” and the sex worker-led “empowerment model” as diametrically opposed models 

based on entirely different presuppositions.41 If the oppression paradigm characterizes sex 

work as the quintessential expression of patriarchal gender relations, the empowerment 

model highlights “success stories” and “neglects sex workers who have had highly negative 

experiences.”42 Weitzer offers a third perspective, the polymorphous paradigm, to argue 

that sex work cannot be reduced to either oppression or empowerment and that there are a 

“constellation of occupational arrangements, power relations, and worker experiences.”43 

In order for Weitzer’s third term to cohere however, it has to pigeonhole sex worker politics 

as denying the constellation of occupational arrangements, power relations, and worker 

experiences in favor of a one-dimensional claim of individual empowerment. As my 

readings of early sex worker activism demonstrate, the sex work frame has already been a 

polymorphous paradigm, with expansive and elastic argumentation. The characterization 

of the sex worker frame as not capable of grappling with oppression and violence is, in 

fact, a point of contestation within sex worker writings. In the anthology We Too: Essays 

on Sex Work and Survival, sex workers name the difficulty of disclosing violence because 

of the ways in which disclosures of violence are used against sex workers to mobilize anti-

sex work political agendas.44 As Selena the Stripper puts it in the foreword of We Too, 

“those of us on the front lines of the fight for decriminalization often hesitate to admit to 

the abuses we have faced, for fear that our opponents will use our trauma against us to 

 
41 Ronald Weitzer, “Sociology of Sex Work,” Annual Review of Sociology 35 (2009), 213-234. 
42 Ibid, 215. 
43 Ibid, 215.  
44 Natalie West, We Too: Essays on Sex Work and Survival, ed. Natalie West with Tina Horn (New York: NY, 
The Feminist Press, 2021).  
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further crack down on our industry.”45 Thus, the terms of the debate set out by sex work 

detractors already constrains and contextualizes the ways in which sex workers can name 

violence, as well as the ways in which sex workers naming violence cannot be heard, 

because the hegemonic violence of sex worker stigma produces a power dynamic that 

invalidates the complexity of sex worker politics, rhetoric, and existence. 

The insistence that sex workers can name the violence against them and be at the 

front lines of sex worker politics contests the long-standing white carceral feminist 

insistence that sex workers forwarding analysis of violence evidences that sex work should 

be “abolished.” White carceral feminist projects of “abolition” appropriate the language of 

abolition and its relationship to chattel slavery and slavery’s anti-Black afterlife from Black 

radical abolitionists in order to work with the police and prison industrial complex to 

“abolish” sex work through punitive rescue programs and incarceration. Carceral feminism 

disavows the ways in which the prison industrial complex emerges in the afterlife of 

slavery and produces “skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, 

premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment” for Black people living in the wake 

of chattel slavery.46 Collections like We Too are working to map violence, including the 

violence(s) of carcerality and anti-Blackness. For instance, We Too includes the voices of 

formerly incarcerated Judy Szurgot and currently incarcerated Alisha Walker to map the 

violence(s) that “sex working and survival-hustling women” experience when incarcerated 

for survival sex work. 47  Together, they investigate how even though consent is 

 
45 Selena the Stripper, “Foreword,” in We Too: Essays on Sex Work and Survival, ed. Natalie West with Tina 
Horn (New York: NY, The Feminist Press, 2021), ix-xv. 
46 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2008), 6. 
47 Brit Schulte, Judy Szurgot and Alisha Walker, “Hustling Survival,” in We Too: Essays on Sex Work and 
Survival, ed. Natalie West with Tina Horn (New York: NY, The Feminist Press, 2021), 72-83.  
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characterized as non-existent in survival work, “lines, boundaries, and thresholds shift, 

flex, and alter based upon what would immediately reduce harm towards yourself and your 

loved ones.”48 Alisha Walker contends that feeling empowered because of self-sufficiency 

and the ability to support her family and experiences of violence are all possible to feel and 

experience at once. However, Alisha Walker explicitly names the violence of incarceration 

by declaring the ways in which “the carceral system suspends your consent, disallowing 

you from actively participating in healing and justice as a survivor it demands your re-

traumatization, revictimization, your money, your time, your freedom, your children.”49 

Alisha Walker continues: 

Consent for me has always been the same: if I don’t want to do it I don’t, or if I’m 

not sure about the risk I don’t do it. With clients in particular, I won’t even allow 

kissing—it’s too personal, nor do I allow finger penetration or any unprotected 

contact while I’m working for that matter. Those are my hard boundaries when I’m 

working. However, in my personal relationships, I’m pretty open to whatever 

would make my partner happy, but that of course comes with how much trust I have 

in that relationship and how affirming it is for me. Listen, prison has sent my body 

to shit. I’m not offered adequate food or nutrition that I (and all people) need to be 

healthy; nor do I have the right to do with my body as I please—from being 

outdoors in the sun, to sex, my hair color or hairstyle, they dictate every choice of 

change. I cannot care for myself by seeking medical attention when I actually 

require it, and I’ve gone without much human touch (platonic or otherwise) for over 

five years. I did not consent to that. I did not consent to losing loving touch and 

embrace. I do not consent to these strip searches and their violent cavity searches. 

Consent does not exist in prison, you are state property.50 

Sex work detractors weaponize a carceral and liberal notion of consent that ignores 

the ways in which sex work criminalization and the prison industrial complex structurally 

deny consent for sex workers and other minoritarian subjects. We Too, alongside the texts 

I analyze, emphasize that in order we map the violence that sex workers experience we 
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must look at the structures that surround individual acts of sex work. In this thesis, I use 

the frame of racial capitalism to mark the structures that situate and inform sex work. The 

frame of racial capitalism names the centrality of racism, slavery, imperialism and 

genocide within the operations of capitalism. In Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson rewrites 

the history of capitalism to attend to the fact that the tendency of European civilization 

through capitalism was “not to homogenize, but to differentiate – to exaggerate regional, 

subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones.” 51  The inseparability of 

racialization and capitalism reveals itself in the “central features of white supremacist 

capitalist development, including slavery, colonialism, genocide, incarceration regimes, 

migrant exploitation, and contemporary racial warfare.”52 My use of the frame of racial 

capitalism emphasizes the importance of structural analysis and the necessity of 

foregrounding the ongoing racialized, gendered, sexualized, classed, and colonial 

dynamics of sex work. Instead of distancing chattel slavery and settler colonial occupation 

from contemporary operations of capital, I name their violent structural perseverance as 

the condition and convention of racial capitalism.  

Radical sex worker politics must vehemently contest the violent constraints of the 

incarceration and racial capitalism. As Alisha Walker’s words clarify, anti-Black and 

settler colonial incarceration regimes instill non-consent and institutionalize neglect and 

isolation. Incarceration regimes criminalize sex working ways of life including survival 

sex work and sex worker self-defense. As Che Gossett argues, the vast landscapes of the 

prison and military industrial complex are always already anti-Black and violently anti-

 
51 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (The University of North 
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queer and anti-transgender deathscapes that are “employed as a means of maintaining an 

anti-black and white supremacist sociopolitical and racial capitalist order.”53 Figured as 

necessary institutions safeguarding the American neoliberal scene, the carceral continuum 

naturalizes bio- and necropolitical violence, institutionalizes forms of restricted life, and 

works to extinguish Black liberationist movements. 54  Anti-prostitution laws directly 

expanded the jurisdiction and powers of the United States federal government. Racialized 

policing of illicit sexuality was central to the development and expansion of the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation (FBI) as a national agency that took up of the enforcement of the 

1910 Mann Act, also known as the White Slave Traffic Act, which made it illegal to 

transport women across state lines for the purposes of prostitution, debauchery, or “any 

other immoral purpose,” and targeted men of color for “enslaving” white women into 

prostitution.55 The racialized policing of illicit sexuality informed and shaped the FBI’s 

capacity to conduct political surveillance of labor, leftist and Black radical activists in 

following years.56  

It is a necessity to name and trace the ways in which carceral regimes 

asymmetrically incarcerate and violate Black sex workers. The violent harassment, 

detainment, assault, and rape of at least thirteen Black women and girls by Oklahoma City 

police officer Daniel Holtzclaw demonstrates the entanglement of anti-Blackness, 

misogynoir, and carceral violence. Holtzclaw leveraged prior or concurrent violations for 

 
53  Che Gossett, “We Will Not Rest In Peace: AIDS Activism, Black Radicalism, Queer and/or Trans 
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drug use, possession, and sex work against Black women; according to Kirstie A. Dorr, 

“not only did their criminal records render them more vulnerable to surveillance and police 

search, but as women whose labor and leisure took place on streets, cars, and alleys, rather 

than offices, homes, or other legitimated places of work and play, their claims to the 

gendered protections of domesticity were undermined from the outset.” 57  Black sex 

working women are “caught by him outside the boundaries of recognized domesticity, a 

status that was naturalized as permanent by both their race and their poverty.”58  

Kirstie A. Dorr names the actions of Daniel Holtzclaw as enactments of “carceral 

misogynoir,” but carceral misogynoir cannot be reduced to the actions of individual police 

officers. Rather, carceral misogynoir is intrinsic to the operations of policing and 

incarceration in the United States that lock up Black (trans and non-trans) sex working 

women at far higher rates for far longer sentences compared to white and non-Black 

women. In Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments, Saidiya Hartman names 20th century 

prostitution charges as a technique deployed by white governing elite to control the 

intimate lives of Black women and the threat that the unregulated Black movement, 

assembly and sociality posed for white governance; prostitution charges were a way in 

which “the wayward were guilty of a manner of living and existing deemed dangerous, and 

were a risk to the public good.”59 In a dialogue with Siobhan Brooks, Angela Y. Davis 

notes that during her time at New York’s Women’s House of Detention, white women 

would come in on charges of prostitution but judges would release them within a matter of 
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hours on their own recognizance, unlike Black and Puerto Rican women brought in on 

charges of prostitution.60  Also in dialogue with Siobhan Brooks, Gloria Lockett describes 

the quotidian violence that she experienced from police officers; for example, cops putting 

sand in her Vaseline and punching holes in her condoms.61 Lockett describes how in a 

prostitution bust the police went after her and her lover while asking the white women to 

testify against the Black women they were working with. Lockett expounds, “Jail back then 

is the same as now, most people in jail are black. White people who go to jail don’t stay 

and they don’t get the same amount of time.”62 While carceral misogynoir targets trans and 

non-trans Black women, Black trans sex working women experience intensified violence 

at the intersection between misogyny, transphobia and anti-Blackness and are often not 

only blamed for their own murders but posthumously misnamed and misgendered by the 

state.63  

The intensified and asymmetric violence that Black sex workers experience 

because of anti-prostitution efforts demands an abolitionist position, not one of white 

feminism but an abolitionist politic of the Black radical tradition. In Carceral Capitalism, 

Jackie Wang names the carceral continuum endemic to racial capitalism to foreword the 

ways in which “racialized economic practices and modes of governance are linked.”64 The 

transformation of chattel slavery into the prison-industrial complex by way of the 13th 

 
60 Siobhan Brooks, "Sex Work and Feminism: Building Alliances through a Dialogue between Siobhan Brooks 
and Professor Angela Davis," Hastings Women's Law Journal 10, no. 1 (1999), 182. [181-188] 
61 Siobhan Brooks, “an interwiew with gloria lockett,” in Working Sex: Sex Workers Write About a Changing 
Industry, ed. Annie Oakley (Seal Press, 2007). 
62 Ibid. 
63  Ashlee Marie Preston, “The Anatomy of Transmisogynoir,” Harper’s Bazaar, September 9, 2020, 
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/features/a33614214/ashlee-marie-preston-transmisogynoir-
essay/; Jo Yurcaba, “Police make arrests in deaths of 2 North Carolina transgender women,” NBC News, 
April 16, 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/police-make-arrests-deaths-2-north-carolina-
transgender-women-n1264362. 
64 Jackie Wang, Carceral Capitalism (Semiotext(e), 2018), 69.  



 

  
25 

amendment naturalizes the operative functions of the police and prison as necessary 

instruments of social control within racial capitalism. Wang calls for an abolitionist 

approach that works towards the total transformation of all social relations reliant on the 

anti-Black, racial capitalist logics of carcerality. Because abolition is projected as lofty, 

unpractical, and utopian, abolition requires “a mode of thinking that does not capitulate to 

the realism of the Present.”65 Carceral feminist efforts that work to “fight” trafficking by 

allying themselves with the police and prison ally themselves with what they claim to 

oppose; as Achille Mbembe articulates, “racial capitalism is the equivalent of a giant 

necropolis. It rests on the traffic of the dead and human bones.”66 Every arrest, every cavity 

search, and every instantiation of captivity is state-sanctioned nonconsensual forced 

movement that are employed to maintain and aggrandize an anti-Black and white 

supremacist racial capitalist order.  

Follow the lessons of Black queer and trans sex-worker liberation movement, this 

thesis takes seriously the point that it is only when collectives conspire against the state’s 

war on Black people and Black sex workers that they can be called abolitionists.67 The 

scholarship of Robyn Maynard provides a lens to critique white feminist attempts to 

“abolish” sex work in favor of an abolitionist praxis that emerges from the Black radical 

tradition. In “Do Black Sex Workers’ Lives Matter? Whitewashed Anti-Slavery, Racial 

Justice, and Abolition,” Robyn Maynard challenges the white feminist lifting of the 

language of abolition in anti-prostitution efforts and their alliance with the police. Robyn 
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Maynard attends to the ways all Black people, including Black sex workers, live in the 

wake of the Middle Passage and chattel slavery evidenced by the state-sanctioned racial 

violence and terror that has remade Black captivity in the wake of slavery’s abolition.68 By 

framing prostitution as “sexual slavery,” anti-prostitution efforts deploy chattel slavery as 

a politically neutral metaphor which “appropriates Black suffering, exacerbating the harms 

toward Black women in general and toward those with perceived or real involvement in 

the sex industry in particular.” Maynard argues that the whitewashing of abolition for anti-

prostitution campaigns participates in the “resubjugation of Black people, particularly 

Black women,” by relying on the evocation of “modern day slavery” to defend the 

criminalization of prostitution that make Black sex workers vulnerable to harassment, 

profiling, arrest and violence.69  These efforts evade and undermine Black feminist anti-

carceral positions that work to end anti-Black policing structures. Maynard posits that 

abolition projects demand “a relationship to the emancipatory visions of Black freedom” 

and a commitment to ending the state’s war on Black women, including Black queer and 

trans sex-working women.70  

The asymmetric criminalization of Black people on prostitution charges requires a 

sex worker radical politics that refuses to ally itself with the violent carceral continuum 

intrinsic to the operations of racial capitalism. White and non-Black sex workers working 

to build sex worker solidarities across and amid racial and class hierarchies must not 

distance the fight for decriminalization from the violent material conditions facing Black 

sex workers—concerns of carceral misogynoir, intergenerational poverty, and the 
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overarching structure of racial capitalism reliant on Black suffering. Instead of fighting for 

legitimacy and conditional inclusion of white and middle-class sex workers that leave 

carceral structures of racial capitalism in place, radical sex worker politics must build 

ensembles of collectivity that scheme, dream, prepare and mobilize rebellion. This mode 

of collective action requires a structural analysis and generative refusal of the arrangements 

of racial capitalism. If racial capitalism works to keep everyone aligned and oriented 

towards conditional uplift, queer sex working sociality glimpses at another mode of being, 

a mode of being that walks in illegitimate refusal and promiscuously unfolds the 

established bounds of subjectivity.  

Sex Working Ways of Life  

Following Michel Foucault’s “Friendship is a Way of Life,” I proffer that it is not 

the compensated sexual act that intrinsically disturbs people but rather that it is the 

attending queer, sex working modes of relationality that surround sex work that perturb 

institutionalized social codes of conduct.71 Generating affective “relations with multiple 

intensities, variable colors, imperceptible movements and changing forms” when there is 

only supposed to be “law, rule, or habit,” sex workers invent and multiply a way of life that 

upends the dictates of how one is supposed to live, act, work, and resist in racial 

capitalism.72  

To investigate sex working ways of life, I trace two films released in the 1990s that 

chart the lived complexities of queer sex working life. One, Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour, follows a 1990 coalitional sex worker civil disobedience action and the 
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resulting confrontation between protestors and their Wall Street audience. It poses poignant 

questions about the relationship between the public sphere and the prostitute yet 

simultaneously envisions a mode of sex worker collectivity at odds with modes of 

legitimized intimacy. The second, Straight for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex 

Workers, presents queer, bisexual and lesbian women grappling with the queer sex working 

conflictions that arise when one is straight for the money within sexual economies.  

Integral to my theorization of sex working ways of life is the concept of refusal. 

Following Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, refusal does not signify inaction or an absence 

of a plan; rather, refusal involves refusing the choices offered, refusal is when we make 

common cause with desires and (non) positions that seem crazy and unimaginable.73 When 

we refuse the call to order, when we refuse to call others to order, we create dissonance 

and allow dissonance to continue. 74  The 1990 civil disobedience action operates as a 

refusal against the call to order of the law and law enforcement. Straight for the Money 

refuses the call to order of individuation that instills the conception of a transparent and 

authentic self-identity. In these moments of collective refusal, vibrant sex worker ways of 

life defiantly emerge and continue in dissonance.   

Even as both films participate in the formation of burgeoning sex worker 

radicalism(s), I want to emphasize the informal anti-carceral and anti-capitalist rebellion 

that both films illuminate. By gathering together, by soliciting together, and by caring for 

one another, queer sex workers refuse the operations of isolation that work to make 

minoritarian subjects not only dependent on the state but separate from each other. These 

 
73 Jack Halberstam, “The Wild Beyond: With and For the Undercommons,” in The Undercommons: Fugitive 
Planning and Black Study (Minor Compositions, 2013), 5-12. 
74 Ibid, 9.  



 

  
29 

ways of living are scoped and positioned as undesirable, which is really a way to keep sex 

workers from knowing each other and the beauty of their masses. And yet these ways of 

living are mechanisms that enact disloyalty to the state and build collectivity. As Black 

trans feminist activist, filmmaker and scholar Tourmaline argues: 

When we’re trying to be normal, when we’re trying to be included in a culture that 

never wanted us to be in the first place, we don’t get to talk about our lives. We 

don’t get to talk about sex work, we don’t get to talk about being disabled, we don’t 

get to talk about prison, or homelessness, or living with HIV. And if we can’t talk 

about those parts of our lives, we can’t come up with the strategies we need to 

survive, the strategies that give us the power to defend all parts of ourselves and 

our communities. And I’m saying that those least respectable ways of being, those 

most undesirable ways of being, are some of our communities’ most profound ways 

of living against the state. . . . I think about the profound relationships and structures 

for care that were created by people being deeply and utterly disrespectful to and 

disloyal to the state and its morals.75 

In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour and Straight for the Money, sex 

workers are enacting disloyalty to the state by doing the work that the state doesn’t want 

its citizens to do. They are soliciting as a means for sustenance in disregard of the state’s 

moral code. Sex workers are connecting the violence(s) sex workers experience to the 

violence(s) of capitalism, anti-Blackness, cisheterosexuality, ableism and settlement, and 

working to parse out their constitutive operations to get a better feel for what is happening 

around us all. Studying sex worker rhetoric(s), the following two chapters illuminate the 

ways in which practices of queer sex worker world-making can be distilled from practices 

of the past to inform the future. In Chapter 1, I argue that PONY’s 1990 civil disobedience 

action is a rehearsal of collective disobedience against the dichotomized arrangements of 
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racial capitalism. In Chapter 2, I argue that straight for the money sex workers challenge 

the paradigm of authenticity that works to produce transparent subjects. By refusing to live 

state-sanctioned lives, sex workers build sex worker sociality against the social order. In 

their defiant communication, I pose that the dangerous persuasions of sex workers can 

crack open another world within and against this one.   
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DEFIANCE IS NOTHING NEW FOR WHORES: SEX WORKERS IN PUBLIC 

 

“Can I say we’ve had hundreds of thousands of sex worker activists around the world? 

It’s hard for me to even figure out what the numbers are, its huge. Just last night I was 

realizing that it’s so valuable that we have this movement, we have this inspiration. And 

yes, there are more and more lives that are extremely punitive. But what we have is even 

more valuable, having community like this. This is I think something that they cannot 

take away from us no matter how strong and Lena Dunham they are.”  

—Carol Leigh76 

“It’s impossible to come to a politics of sex work without referring back to the prostitutes 

and the whores who came before them, all the characters who populate the prostitute 

imaginary.” 

—Melissa Gira Grant77 

Sex work is publicly debated in ways that disavow the public voices of sex workers 

themselves fighting for revolution. In the introduction, I articulated that the frame of sex 

work and sex worker is often pigeonholed into rhetorics of individual empowerment that 

rend the rhetorical complexities of sex worker radicalism(s). Critics like Catharine A. 

MacKinnon misconstrue the totality of sex worker politics as harm denialists that believe 

that sex work is removed from violence and is a result of individual free choice. 78 

MacKinnon’s position has been ruthlessly ripped apart by scholars not only for this 

misconstruction, but also for her role in forwarding the Nordic model that criminalizes 

clientele and creates carceral rescue programs that mandate arrest and deportation for sex 

workers that fail to adhere to the trafficked victim frame.79 As the person credited with 

 
76 Carol Leigh, “Carol Leigh aka Scarlot Harlot on overcoming illness and the criminalization of sex work,” 
filmed December 1, 2016, Visual AIDS, 7:36, https://vimeo.com/196537662.  
77 Melissa Gira Grant, Playing the Whore: The Work of Sex Work (Verso Books, 2014), 19. 
78 Catharine A.  MacKinnon, “Trafficking, Prostitution, and Inequality,” Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties 
Law Review 46, no. 2 (2011). 
79 See Laura María Agustín, Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets and the Rescue Industry (London 
& New York: Zed Books, 2007); Also see Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late 
Modernity (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995).  
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coining the language of sex work, Carol Leigh’s name commonly appears in MacKinnon’s 

citations. And yet, as Leigh explains in her book, Unrepentant Whore: The Collected 

Works of Scarlot Harlot, when Leigh spoke directly to MacKinnon in the fall of 1993 about 

her refusal to engage feminist prostitutes and sex radicals, “MacKinnon told me that she 

had nothing to discuss with women like me, that we are too far apart.”80 

I have little to no interest in rehashing the debates sex workers have had with 

MacKinnon and her carceral feminist minions. I do, however, have interest in Marxist 

feminist and Black feminist critiques of the sex worker frame and sex worker politics, as 

these critiques are often less interested in upholding sex worker criminalization than they 

are in promoting what they perceive to be more radical positions.  As examples of such 

criticisms, in this chapter I turn to the critiques present in Kathi Weeks’ The Problem with 

Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries and L.H. 

Stallings’ Funk the Erotic: Transaesthetics and Black Sexual Cultures.81 Both books are 

groundbreaking texts that, in their different ways, investigate the racialized, gendered, 

sexualized and classed dynamics of work under racial capitalism. They both also cite Carol 

Leigh by name in their critiques of the sex worker frame, which I argue invites a return to 

the actual rhetoric and performances of Carol Leigh.  

Also known by her alter ego, Scarlot Harlot, Leigh is a white, Jewish, bisexual 

legend of prostitute and sex worker social movements.82 In the late 1970s, she offered the 

 
80 Carol Leigh, Unrepentant Whore: Collected Works of Scarlot Harlot  (Last Gasp Press, 2004), 33.  
81 Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries 
(Duke University Press, 2011); L. H. Stallings, Funk the Erotic: Transaesthetics and Black Sexual Cultures 
(University of Illinois Press, 2015).  
82  For the purposes of this chapter I will be using the name Scarlot Harlot when speaking about her 
performance art persona and Carol Leigh when referencing Carol’s published writing and life outside of 
performance art. 
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language of sex work and sex worker at a conference in opposition to a feminist panel 

about the “sexual use industry.” In her one-woman play, The Adventures of Scarlot Harlot: 

The Demystification of the Sex Industry, she repeatedly proclaimed, “Sex Workers Unite!” 

and ever since has been working to unify sex workers and sex worker advocates in the fight 

for sex worker liberation. Since the mid-1980s, she has published a substantial amount of 

sex worker writings and produced dozens of videos that document her role in the formation 

of sex worker politics.83  

 In future work, I seek to map the full terrain of Leigh’s video archive. For the 

purposes of this chapter, I have decided to focus on a single film that focuses on a civil 

disobedience action that occurred in May 1990 on Wall Street in New York City. In Scarlot 

Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour, a collective of sex workers soliciting safe sexual 

services in defiance of the legitimized use of public space and the capitalist operations of 

Wall Street. This chapter examines Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour as a 

rhetorical protest performance that unsettles the divisions between public and private 

space, licit and illicit work, and appropriate and inappropriate decorum sanctioned by 

cisheteronormative kinship arrangements under racial capitalism. Defiantly disobeying 

penal codes that criminalize solicitation, or communicating for the purposes of 

compensated sexual services, Harlot and her PONY (Prostitutes of New York) comrades 

refuse the call to order hailed by the law and upheld by civilian enforcement. The film 

shows that it is not merely the action of sex work but the kind of kinship that sex workers 

signify that is at odds with the sexual-economic arrangements of racial capitalism. Harlot 

not only calls for decriminalization but calls out the hypocrisy of a political order reliant 
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on unfreedom yet names itself the land of the free. PONY’s 1990 civil disobedience action 

defies public efforts to silence and remove sex workers from the public sphere. While doing 

so, it offers a glimpse of sex worker defiance in public, a glimpse of a counter-public that 

rhetorically challenges the exclusion and removal of sex workers from public space. 

Publicizing not merely political demands but an alternative mode of relationality, sex 

workers in Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour refuse to whittle down their lives 

in the name of political mobilization. Rather, PONY publicizes a mode of queer sex worker 

livelihood by presenting an ensemble of sex workers determined to fight against unjust 

legal and social codes. By presenting sex work in public and publicizing audience 

responses, Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour refuses to adhere to national-

capitalist logics of privatization that secure sex and sexual politics to the domestic home. 

Furthermore, instead of settling for a libertarian position critiqued by Weeks and others, 

Harlot and PONY gesture towards a revolutionist sex worker position that enacts a 

disobedient rebellion against racial capitalism.  

Prostitutes in the Public Sphere  

Protesting solicitation penal codes, PONY walks down New York City sidewalks 

and loudly proclaim their prices for sexual services and safe sex requirements as acts of 

civil disobedience. Scarlot Harlot and her comrades solicit, chant, sing, sign, and dance. A 

public audience gathers: some in support, some in ridicule, some in rage. One white man 

in a suit threatens to rip off Scarlot Harlot’s American flag dress. A different man, also in 

a suit, castigates her for spreading AIDS and tells her to “get a job up here as a secretary.” 

Another respondent enunciates that nobody should sell their body for anything. Threats of 

violence, condemnations of sex workers as vectors of disease, and anxieties surrounding 
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the relationship between body and work are not extraordinary charges levied against Harlot 

and her PONY comrades, but rather ordinary responses waged at sex workers soliciting in 

the everyday that elucidate commonplace efforts to eradicate sex workers from public 

space. These confrontations emerging in response to PONY’s May 1990 civil disobedience 

action are (re)presented in Carol Leigh and Maria Beatty’s 1991 film, Scarlot Harlot’s 

Interstate Solicitation Tour and demonstrate the ways in which sex workers are “debased 

within the majoritarian public sphere.”84  

A critical component of the debasement of sex workers from the majoritarian public 

sphere is the inseparability of sex work from white governing elite’s control of public space 

for racial capitalist expansion. PONY’s civil disobedience action takes place at the 

precipice of vicious efforts to eradicate queer and illicit sexual economies from New York 

City in the 1990s. Adhering to Wilson and Kelling’s “broken windows” theory, sex work 

was central to the list of “urban nuisances” that New York public officials argued facilitated 

more “serious” crimes.85 The punitive policing of sex work is a crucial component of wider 

attempts to purify and cleanse public space.86 As José Esteban Muñoz historicizes:  

The draconian rule of mayor Rudolph Giuliani saw the institution of a policy that 

rezoned the vast majority of public sex out of the city. New laws closed down most 

adult bookstores, bars, movie theaters, peep shows, and performance spaces that 

featured sexually oriented performance—not only female strippers at straight bars 

but go-go boys at queer clubs. The crackdown on public sex was part of Giuliani’s 

notorious “quality of life campaign,” now carried on under the mayorship of 

Michael Bloomberg.87  

 

 
84 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 56. 
85 Phil Hubbard, “Cleansing the Metropolis: Sex Work and the Politics of Zero Tolerance,” Urban Studies, 41, 
no. 9 (August 2004), 1690.   
86 Ibid. 
87 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 53.  



 

  
36 

By positioning sex workers as an emblematic violation of “quality of life,” Giuliani 

and his associates worked to usher in a “new” New York city available for tourism and 

neoliberal expansion through the destitution of illicit economies. The policing of public 

sex was crucial to these efforts to revitalize corporate investment. The social perception 

that the presence of sex workers coaxes violence and hinders the city’s “quality of life” 

emanates from the long-standing, but especially modern, apprehension that harlots are 

dangerous rhetoricians that must be eviscerated from the public to maintain and secure 

civilized political life. The construction of sex workers as threats to “quality of life” 

illustrates the bio- and necropolitics of the racial capitalist public sphere where sex 

workers, junkies, and homosexuals are made to die to let New York’s elite, and their 

operations on Wall Street, live.  

PONY’s 1990 civil disobedience action builds on coalitional queer efforts of radical 

HIV/AIDS activism that worked to halt the machinations of everyday functions of 

religious, medical and legal institutions that implicitly and explicitly sanctioned premature 

death. When the AIDS crisis hit, politicians used the justification of “public health” to 

accelerate processes of purification that marked sexual acts outside of the domestic home 

as vectors of disease. In Policing Public Sex: Queer Politics and the Future of AIDS 

Activism, Dangerous Bedfellows maps the ways in which alliances between HIV 

prevention and policing relied on a conflation between public sex with HIV transmission, 

leading to queer and trans antagonistic, and ultimately homonormative, calls for 

governmental enforcement of health code regulations and surveillance of cruising sites, 

regardless of whether safer sex techniques were or are involved.88 Anxieties surrounding 

 
88 Dangerous Bedfellows, Policing Public Sex: Queer Politics and the Future of AIDS Activism (South End 
Press, 1996), 19.  
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HIV transmission and public sex led to the resurgence of governmental crackdown efforts 

on cruising queers and sex workers, reflecting the entangled function that the figure of the 

prostitute and the figure of the homosexual have occupied within national imaginaries. In 

her article, “P.I.M.P. (Prostitutes in Municipal Places)” published in Policing Public Sex, 

Carol Leigh writes: 

Prostitutes, especially the most visible prostitutes working on the streets, are again 

emerging as primary symbols of suffering and need, of the mythic malevolence of 

women, of “criminals and deviants.” Society, the laws, and the police attack the 

public display of women’s sexuality and sexually assertive presence. Erotic 

performers and prostitutes, as well as any public erotic image, are cast as a prime 

enemy of an idealized social order that is based on middle-class concepts of 

“decorum” and conformity. This century—this millennium—is coming to an end 

in an atmosphere of fear, with society seeking unfair revenge on the poor, the sick, 

and the strange.89 

As the above quote demonstrates, one of Carol Leigh’s primary rhetorical strategies 

has involved interrogating the cyclical operations of violence against sex workers 

throughout history and the entanglement of such violence with violence against other 

undesirables. In “P.I.M.P. (Prostitutes in Municipal Places),” Leigh situates 1990s policing 

of the streets in the United States as an extension of anti-prostitution efforts in the early 

20th century by a powerful coalition between religious activists and suffragists, leading to 

the closure of brothels, dance clubs and call services, producing “street prostitution” as a 

result of the criminalization of indoor prostitution.90 As Leigh puts it, “in this way the 

public rituals of prostitution have developed in direct response to earlier repressive 

strategies.”91 In a 2016 talk, Leigh notes that when trafficking discourses rose in popularity 

she realized that these discourses were once again a “recycling of 1800s and early 1900s” 

 
89 Carol Leigh, P.I.M.P. (Prostitutes in Municipal Places), in Policing Public Sex: Queer Politics and the Future 
of AIDS Activism eds. Dangerous Bedfellows (South End Press, 1996), 262. 
90 Ibid, 255.  
91 Ibid, 255. 
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anti-prostitution morality.92 The emphasis on the regurgitation and recycling of public 

rituals against prostitution over time within the social order works to build a structural 

analysis of violence against prostitutes across time and space.  

Furthermore, by connecting the public policing of sex workers to “middle class 

concepts of ‘decorum’ and conformity,” Carol Leigh articulates the ways in which sex 

workers challenge the prescribed limits of appropriate social behavior in public space. I 

turn to a scene in Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour to demonstrate the stakes of 

accusations of inappropriate social behavior in public. One of the most distressing moments 

in the film is inaugurated by a response from an angry marine in a suit who encounters the 

civil disobedience action and confronts Harlot, ostensibly because of her American flag 

dress. He yells at her: “I suggest you take it off, before I rip it off you. That’s a disgrace. 

That’s a disgrace to the United States flag.” A man behind him yells, “tell him, money!” 

The marine announces that he is “a goddamn Marine,” and that he “defend[s] that flag you 

got wrapped around [Harlot’s] body.” The marine shows his military ID to prove his 

credentials. The crowd around the man begins to yell, “take it off!” smiling and laughing. 

For the marine, the idea of a sex worker soliciting while wearing an American flag brings 

so much shame to this country that he threatens to sexually assault Harlot by forcibly 

removing her clothing. He is not alone. His backers in the crowd surrounding Harlot and 

PONY defend his reclamation of public space and defense of the United States’ moral 

integrity. Their smiles and laughter embolden the marine. When confronted by a PONY 

member who call out the marine-suit for changing the topic from safe sex practices, he 

responds that he does not need to worry about sexual risk because he already put himself 

 
92 Carol Leigh, “Carol Leigh aka Scarlot Harlot on overcoming illness and the criminalization of sex work,” 
filmed December 1, 2016, Visual AIDS, 7:36, https://vimeo.com/196537662. 
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at risk defending his country. For the marine-suit and his supporters, soliciting in an 

American flag is not only a debasement of the nation-state U.S. morality, but anyone who 

identifies themselves with the national project.   

The accusation that Scarlot Harlot is disgracing the United States flag attests to the 

entanglement between social and legal codes of conduct and American Christian morality. 

For the marine, Scarlot Harlot wearing the United States flag while soliciting is a disgrace 

to the honor of a nation for which he fought. The marine’s accusation positions Harlot as a 

shame to the nation-state. The marine scripts Harlot’s solicitation tour and PONY’s 

activism as an immoral betrayal of the nation’s honor which encloses an imaginary of 

national space opposed to the livelihood of sex working sociality. By isolating Harlot as a 

disgrace, the marine employs the logics of policy strategists “perched up high,” disengaged 

from the concrete and distinguishing himself as a fixer distinct from sex workers dwelling 

in planning that must be fixed.93 To fix Harlot would be to securely fasten Harlot into the 

place she is supposed to be—a chaste white woman fulfilling her assigned duty in the dual 

project of manifest destiny and manifest domesticity that propels efforts to secure the 

sanctity of the domestic nation-state from heathens to order to propel the machinations of 

imperial conquest.94 In publicly announcing her rates and safe sex requirements in an 

American flag dress, Carol Leigh crosses over the manufactured line between appropriate 

and inappropriate style for her raced and gendered positionality and in doing so, threatens 

the arrangements of the idealized social order that work to keep contemporary operations 

 
93  María Lugones, “Tactical Strategies of the Streetwalker/ Estrategias Tácticas de la Callejera.” in 
Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition against Multiple Oppressions (Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003), 207; Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black 
Study (Minor Compositions, 2013), 78.  
94 Amy Kaplan, “Manifest Domesticity,” American Literature 70, no. 3 (September 1998), 581-606. 
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of racialized and gendered power in place. His demand for her to remove her clothing and 

his threat to assault her if she does not, marks Harlot as a sacrilegious impurity for 

profaning the United States flag, a threat to the nation-state which must be met with 

violence by the United States’ defenders.  In the marine’s threat to sexually assault Harlot, 

Harlot becomes the threat and the marine’s violence becomes an act of self-defense. Harlot 

represents a white woman on the loose from the established arrangements of racial 

capitalism that demands adherence to sexual codes of conduct to reaffirm white and non-

Black status as sexually civilized subjects.  

The marine, and the larger violent structure that he represents, demands that sex 

workers repent for their wrong doings.  And yet, this demand is met with Harlot’s 

unrepentant whore politics. Instead of internalizing the shame that sex workers are made 

to feel for engaging in compensated sexual services, Harlot refuses to repent for her alleged 

wrong doings. This unrepentant whore politics refuses the choices offered and makes 

common cause with a sex working posture defiantly against the social order. Harlot’s 

unrepentant whore politics dissipates the fabricated lines of sexual codes of conduct that 

work to keep the machinations of racial capitalism going.   

Sex workers in public pose a threat to national conceptions of proper public sphere 

participation and performance in the United States. In “Sex in Public,” Michael Warner 

and Lauren Berlant lay out the ways in which the contemporary United States is saturated 

by the project of constructing national heterosexuality and attempt to name the racialized 

and classed logics that subtend the fear of public sex.95 Warner and Berlant argue that white 

national culture depends on a notion of privacy to cloak its sexualization of national 
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membership. Achieving its intelligibility through the ideologies and institutions of 

intimacy that locate the realm of sexuality within relations of private personhood, 

heterosexual cultures hegemonically makes “sex in public” appear out of place to 

materialize and sustain the “hierarchies of property and propriety” of white, bourgeois 

heterosexual cultures. 96  Marking private lives as the privileged site for “social 

reproduction, the accumulation and transfer of capital, and self-development,” 

heterosexual cultures endlessly cites intimate life as an elsewhere of political public 

culture.97  National-capitalist privatization leads citizens “to identify both themselves and 

their politics with privacy,” which “involves making sex private; reintensifying blood as a 

psychic base for identification; replacing state mandates for social justice with a privatized 

ethics of responsibility, charity, atonement, and ‘values’; and enforcing boundaries 

between moral persons and economic ones.”98  

In demanding Harlot take off her dress, the Marine utilizes privatized ethics of 

responsibility established by national-capitalist privatization to demand Harlot atone for 

her alleged sins against the nation-state. By pulling out his Marine identification card to 

prove his credentials, he (re)establishes his authorized legitimacy. He mobilizes the 

rhetoric of military protection and defense to declare Harlot a disgrace to her country. Done 

in relation to Harlot, the Marine taps into the hegemonic ideological positioning of public 

sex as out of place to sustain white governing hierarchies of social space and foster white, 

heterosexual kinship amongst his supporters, marking Harlot as a dangerous rhetor in the 

public sphere that will unravel the moral sanctity of a nation for which he fought. Joshua 
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Price investigates the architectural contours of communication for sex workers including 

the blockages to sex workers’ speech in the public sphere.99 For Price, there is a matrix of 

social forces that decohere the credibility of sex workers’ public speech. Price articulates: 

“Publicly their voice has no authority, their testimony is disbelieved, while on the street 

they are silenced.”100 Price continues, “if the public speech of the prostitute is assumed to 

be untrustworthy, then to speak in public as a prostitute is to have one’s words count as 

nothing.”101 Carol Leigh’s own theorization that sex workers are cast as a prime enemy of 

an idealized social order based on middle-class concepts of decorum and conformity is 

demonstrated in her video work that portrays public attacks on sex workers as a moral 

enemy to national public space. Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour illuminates 

the violent constraints of sex worker livelihood and politics in public while rhetorically 

inventing an unruly and unrepentant whore politics that schemes and dreams against 

cisheteronormative arrangements of racial capitalism that position sex workers as a public 

enemy of the nation-state’s private sanctity.  

Sex Worker Rhetoric(s) of Defiance Against Carceral Violence 

“We’re today going to challenge state penal code 230b that says if a person either 

engages, offers, or agrees to exchange sex for money then that is a misdemeanor. So, I’m 

going to challenge that law by offering, and agreeing if anyone asks me,” begins Scarlot 

Harlot in the back of a New York taxi cab wearing her American flag dress, black eyeliner, 

red lipstick and a large feathered red hat in the opening scene of Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

 
99 Joshua Price, “Violence Against Prostitutes and a Re-evaluation of the Counterpublic Sphere,” Genders, 
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Solicitation Tour. Referencing the forthcoming action, she states that this is the first time 

she has done solicitation publicly is such a way, and the first time in U.S. history it has 

been done in such a defiant way as a challenge to the laws. She backtracks for a moment, 

clarifying that in fact, prostitutes defy penal codes against solicitation all the time. 

“Defiance is nothing new for prostitutes,” she retorts, “it’s just the formalization of this 

and the beginning of civil disobedience as a strategy in the prostitutes’ rights movement.”  

By connecting civil disobedience action to the civil disobedience of everyday sex 

workers, Harlot marks a refusal to obey criminal statutes as a sex worker common practice. 

Misdemeanors and other criminal charges shape the communicative terrain of sex worker 

resistance.  The fact that many anti-prostitute laws criminalize not just prostitution but 

communication for the purposes of prostitution illustrates how dangerous the 

communicative landscape is for sex workers because one’s clothes, hand gestures, stares 

or condoms can be enough for a police officer to press solicitation charges against an 

alleged sex worker. Sex workers and anyone perceived to be sex workers—in particular, 

Black, Indigenous, queer and trans women—are believed to be always working; as Melissa 

Gira Grant articulates, “it’s about profiling and policing people whose sexuality and gender 

are considered suspect.”102 And yet sex workers refuse these penal codes and sex worker 

dissonance emerges. Harlot names the subtle forms of defiance present amongst prostitutes 

as a component of the active formalization of defiance in the upcoming civil disobedience 

action. As Carol Leigh theorizes, “As a prostitute I had always envisioned tough female 

activists standing on street corners in short skirts as an act of civil disobedience.”103 This 

prior relationship between sex work and defiance informs Harlot’s civil disobedience 
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action. The day-to-day defiance of sex workers shapes how Harlot communes with sex 

workers in public space. As the epigraph from Melissa Gira Grant argues, it is impossible 

to build a sex worker politics without referencing back to the prostitutes and whores who 

come before the frame of sex work.  The rhetorical connection between past and present 

defiance generates an intergenerational sex worker sociality that refuses to banish the 

language of whore and prostitute from sex worker imaginaries of refusal and rebellion.  

If defiance is nothing new for whores, what political horizons does an unrepentant 

whore politics leverge? A critical thematic within sex worker rhetoric is the important 

differentiation between legalization and decriminalization. Out of the taxi, Scarlot Harlot 

walks down a New York sidewalk alongside PONY members holding protest signs that 

proclaim, “WHORE POWER,” “KEEP YOUR LAWS OFF MY BODY,” and 

“DECRIMINALIZE PROSTITUTION.” The call for decriminalization of prostitution 

involves a refusal of the state’s jurisdiction on sex workers’ autonomy to exchange sexual 

services for money. By calling for decriminalization, sex workers insist that there must be 

a total absence of criminal and regulatory laws that impede the livelihoods of sex workers 

in opposition to the legalization model. Critiquing the legalization model in favor of the 

decriminalization frame, Carol Leigh argues against the legal models present in 

Switzerland and Nevada counties where individuals are explicitly recognized and 

“legitimized” by the law.104 If legalization requires registration, mandatory health checks 

and legal employment status, decriminalization challenges carceral apparatuses that harm 

sex worker working conditions to build collective power. Laws against solicitation work 

to sex workers in poverty and/or jail. Laws that criminalize “living off the earnings” of a 
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prostitute criminalize a sex worker’s lover, family and support system.105 Laws against 

communication between any persons with intent to commit prostitution is a crime called 

“conspiracy.”106 Gail Pheterson describes how the criminalization and regulatory models 

as institutionalized attempts to “isolate and silence whores,” because the cop wants to hide 

his bribes and rapes of prostitutes, the exploitative boss wants to keep prostitutes from 

revolting against bad working conditions, and the customer wants to prevent prostitutes 

from revealing his sexual dependence, perversion or impotence. 107  Laws against 

prostitution come with law enforcement. For Leigh, because of institutionalized power 

dynamics and police entrapment, prostitution busts are a form of rape and the police are 

“rapists with badges.”108 By assuming jurisdiction over sex worker’s sexualities, the police 

are the “arms of the state” and because of entrapment and force, arresting sex workers is a 

form of institutionalized violence. 109  I read these critiques of legalization and state 

legitimacy as anti-carceral demands within sex worker horizons. 

Exceeding the legislative frame, sex workers rhetorically defy the spatialized 

exclusion of sex workers from the public sphere. PONY chants, “Grab your makeup, fix 

your hair; prostitutes are everywhere!” a rallying call that emphasizes the thematic that no 

matter how many institutionalized efforts to try to eradicate sex workers (feminist-led or 

otherwise), they cannot succeed in their projects of elimination. “Prostitutes are 

everywhere,” because sex workers continue to come in and out of the public sphere, for 

work, for pleasure and for liberation. “Sex work is done in the public sphere, and its 
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margins,” writes Irene Silt. 110  Bars, coffeeshops, Gentlemen’s clubs, sidewalks, and 

casinos, hotels, and parks name a few places where the operations of sex work take place 

within and near the discursive spaces that mediate political participation. Walking down a 

New York sidewalk, Scarlot Harlot leads her PONY comrades. The camera pans to display 

an intermittent audience forming, revealing a growing crowd. Harlot solicits the audience. 

Standing on the steps of the George Washington statue at 26 Wall Street in New York City, 

Harlot exclaims, “this is a misdemeanor! Women are arrested for this every day. And I 

want you to know, I provide safe sexual services with condoms, excellent service!” Harlot 

also shouts, “safe sex for sale! I’m offering intercourse! With a condom, for two hundred 

dollars.” Harlot’s solicitation is not hushed but rather is loud and bold. Figured in relation 

to the George Washington statue built to commemorate his inauguration, Harlot’s 

solicitation troubles the national moral codes that regulate sex as an exclusively 

reproductive marital action for the domestic private. Furthermore, Harlot enacts sex worker 

safer sex education against the stigmatization and scapegoating of prostitutes as a collective 

danger to public health.   

Harlot does not merely call for the decriminalization of sex work, she calls out the 

contradictions of the elite who purchase the services of sex workers but refuse to support 

sex workers publicly. Yelling to the gathered audience, she exclaims, “most of you have 

cousins or brothers or golf partners who partaken in the services of prostitutes.” This is a 

common thematic in Harlot’s rhetoric. As Scarlot Harlot comments in her film Just Say No 

To Mandatory Testing of Prostitutes, politicians often reveal to Harlot that they support 

sex workers in private, but tell Harlot that she must understand that they cannot support 
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sex workers publicly “because it’s bad for their careers.”111 Supporting sex workers in the 

public sphere would stain the credibility and respectability of elite politicians. Clientele 

want to refuse association with sex workers just as a particular segment of feminists want 

to refuse association with sex working women. Harlot calls out the contradictions of her 

audience that buy her services privately but will not engage defend sex workers publicly. 

Her rhetorical protest performance speaks beyond the immediate people present by 

invoking all people who are implicated in social structures of power.  

Connecting international and domestic policing emerges as a tactic within Harlot’s 

sex worker rhetoric. One of the rallying calls heard in Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour is “U.S. out of everywhere, U.S. out of my underwear!” This rallying call 

connects international war-making with domestic war-making. The criminalization of sex 

work exposes the contradictions of a “free country” that proclaim the United States as the 

international defender of freedom yet persecutes undesirable populations relentlessly. 

“U.S. out of everywhere, U.S. out of my underwear!” heeds Essex Hemphill’s reminder in 

“The Occupied Territories” that the “the erogenous zones / are not demilitarized.”112 The 

embodied lives of undesired and disposable populations are militarized zones of 

intervention. The ensemble of sex working lives that Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour challenges the domestic and international arrangements of freedom and 

unfreedom the American nation-state relies upon to build an unrepentant whore politics 

that defiantly challenges the operations of the prison and military industrial complexes that 

are conditioned on and conventionalize violence against internal and external threats of the 

 
111  Scarlot Harlot, Just Say No To Mandatory Testing of Prostitutes, directed by Carol Leigh (1988, 
Leigh/Harlot Productions), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lghbZCoz8gs. 
112 Essex Hemphill, “The Occupied Territories,” in Ceremonies: Prose and Poetry (New York, NY: Plume, 
1992), 72-73. 
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nation-state. The police and military are integral to the carceral continuum of racial 

capitalism that make death to ensure the white bourgeois establishment lives.   

Sex Workers, Kinship and Racial Capitalism 

In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour a man in a suit standing near a 

hotdog cart poses his disagreement with PONY’s action. When asked about the 

demonstration and Scarlot Harlot offering safe sex for sale, he asks what safe sex is. The 

interviewer says that safe sex is when you use a condom so you don’t get AIDS. The suit 

replies, “I don’t know anything about it, hang out with the right people I guess. I really 

don’t have a comment on it you know.” The interviewer asks if he is aware that there is an 

AIDS problem in the city and nation to which he says: “Uh-huh. All I can say is that if they 

weren’t gay they wouldn’t have that problem.” When asked if he thinks it is a just a gay 

disease he says, “I think it was caused by them, spread by them.” Though Harlot is not 

heterosexual, the interviewer clarifies in reference to Harlot, perhaps for the sake of 

argument or perhaps because of the presumption of sex worker heterosexuality, that “she’s 

a prostitute and she’s heterosexual and she’s worried about AIDS and she’s worried about 

other heterosexuals getting AIDS.” The man in the suit retorts, “I think she should quit her 

profession if she’s worried about it, get a job up here as a secretary,” looking upwards and 

pointing towards the high rises in New York’s financial district occupied by financial and 

investment firms, where he presumably works.  

The man’s comment about hanging out with the right people points towards the 

proper and legitimized kinship arrangements of racial capitalism where white bourgeois 

heterosexual cultures situate sex workers as the wrong kind of people. Pointing towards the 

skyscrapers on Wall Street while proclaiming that Harlot should get a job as a secretary 
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alludes to the right kind of job white women should have when they enter the work force 

and a demand for Harlot to properly enter the work force on Wall Street’s terms.  The suit’s 

call for respectable work over debased sex work rehearses what is already apparent in the 

backdrop of the sex worker protest on Wall Street, where irreverent and irreverently 

dressed queer sex workers are juxtaposed to suits who represent and manage capitalism’s 

violence. The man’s words and gestures are a call to order of the racialized, gendered, and 

sexual arrangements of racial capitalism and the elevated perch of Wall Street that 

orchestrates racial capitalism.113 His call for Harlot to quit her profession because sex work 

is associated with both AIDS and homosexuality illustrates the ways in which sex workers 

are positioned as queer and exceptionally scapegoated as disease vectors, even when they 

are advocating for safe sex practices. Meanwhile, his AIDS prevention strategy is hanging 

out with the right kind of people. The designation of those in proximity to sex workers are 

hanging out with the wrong kind of people indicates that sex worker collectivity disturbs 

proper kinship in the public imagination. By pointing towards the skyscrapers as the proper 

location for Harlot’s labor, the suit has suggested that Harlot, as a white woman, should be 

laboring for capitalism rather than her own autonomy, and furthermore, that the proper 

gendered and racialized work relation would require that her labor be expropriated for the 

reproduction of cisheteronormative white masculinity.  Harlot’s refusal to take up this 

proper work signals a break with the racial capitalist arrangements that assign white 

working women a particular role in the material operations of capital as well as the 

symbolic positioning of white women as the site of innocence, chastity, and health in 

opposition to queer sex working women.  

 
113 To read on the role of Wall Street and the operations of racial capitalism, see As Peter James Hudson’s 
Bankers and Empire: How Wall Street Colonized the Carribean (The University of Chicago Press, 2017).  
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To investigate the relationship between sex work and racial capitalism more 

closely, I turn to Kathi Weeks’ and L.H. Stallings’ critiques of the sex worker frame. I 

engage these texts because I appreciate their overarching arguments in building Marxist 

feminist and Black feminist critiques of work under racial capitalism. Yet in their different 

ways, I contend that they may be glossing over radical glimpses towards revolution that 

emerge in the rhetoric of queer sex workers. In The Problem With Work, Kathi Weeks 

argues that the rhetorical utility of the frame of sex work reproduces the traditional work 

ethic by shifting “the discussion from one moral terrain to another, from that of a suspect 

sexual practice to that of a respectable employment relation.”114 Kathi Weeks is exemplary 

of a critique of sex worker discourse that suggests that framing prostitution as sex work 

legitimizes capitalist frames of work. Kathi Weeks’s cites Carol Leigh by name to argue 

that the sex work frame is invested in the legitimacy of the dominant work ethic.  

Building on Weeks’ The Problem With Work and James Bogg’s The American 

Revolution: Pages from a Negro Worker’s Notebook, Stallings’ Funk the Erotic argues that 

the “radical spirit of revolt against antierotic, sex-negative, and workcentric elements of 

society” becomes lost in sex worker’s regurgitation of the individualist work ethic and that 

“current knowledge production and politics centered on sex work and sex workers means 

that some scholars and activists are contributing to the production of more machines.”115  

Weeks and Stallings make devastatingly important critiques of particular iterations 

of sex worker politics invested in state and capital legitimacy. Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour however offers a scene to examine the compatibility of sex worker 

politics with contemporary economic arrangements. Attempting to find someone who will 

 
114 Kathi Weeks, The Problem of Work, 67-68. 
115 L.H. Stallings, Funk the Erotic, 20.  
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commit civil disobedience with her by agreeing to exchange sex for money, Harlot 

encounters Libertarian Gary Johnson. Instead of accepting her solicitation, he attempts to 

solicit her for her vote. They talk about Norma Jean Almodovar, a sex worker and member 

of the libertarian party.116 The seeming compatibility of the decriminalization of sex work 

with a libertarian position gives weight to Weeks’ and Stallings’ concern with the sex 

worker frame contributing to the machinations of racial capitalism. Yet in Scarlot Harlot’s 

Interstate Solicitation Tour, Harlot counters that she is not a libertarian, rather she is closer 

to a “anarchist and revolutionist.” I read this moment as an instantiation of the “radical 

spirit of revolt” Stallings is looking for where trading sex is not merely read as an 

individualized survival tactic but a “radical reading and position against the current order 

of work society as well.”117 Stallings questions the inattention towards body politics of 

Occupy Wall Street to ask why the antiwork practices involving sexual acts aren’t deemed 

civil disobedience.118  In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour, PONY names their 

collective solicitation as a civil disobedience action and attends to the body politics of 

spatial intervention. By bringing together these responding fragments in the film, Scarlot 

Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour situates sex worker defiance in relation to the 

machinations of the military, police and capital. Instead of reading the sex worker frame as 

a dissolution of the radical spirit of revolt in favor of a depoliticizing request for inclusion 

in the national project and capitalist individuality, I read the film as communicating a queer 

sex worker defiance against the arrangements of racial capitalism that institutionalizes 

violence against threats to the domestic and global order.  

 
116 See Norma Jean Almodovar, “Undercover Agents,” in We Too: Essays on Sex Work and Survival, ed. 
Natalie West with Tina Horn (New York: NY, The Feminist Press, 2021), 87-93. 
117 L.H. Stallings, Funk the Erotic, 21.  
118 Ibid, 23.  
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Even as I press back against Weeks’ and Stallings’ critiques of the sex worker 

frame, I want to emphasize the importance of pushing back against sex worker demands 

for inclusion into the libertarian party. This dangers of conflating sex working calls for 

decriminalization with a libertarian ideological position is further explored by femi babylon 

who critiques the libertarian politic embedded in current and past sex work rhetoric(s) that 

call for the recognition of sex workers as free actors and the demand for sex work to be 

considered “real work.” 119  femi articulates the move to want acceptance as “regular 

workers” within racial capitalism as a move made in large part by elite, white, cisgender 

sex workers. As femi notes, “‘We are winning capitalism,’ I heard one wealthy white sex 

worker say proudly. But are we? Am I?”120 Black sex workers, indigenous sex workers, 

Asian sex workers, Latinx sex workers, trans sex workers, poor sex workers, formally 

incarcerated sex workers, and particularly those that are sit at multiple of these 

intersections, are often engaged in sex work to navigate the day-to-day violence of racial 

capitalism and not engaged in sex work for the purposes of capital accumulation. femi 

continues: “I am losing against capitalism, not as an erotic laborer, but as a Black woman 

mired in poverty, in racism. I am disempowered, not by my profession or side hustle, but 

as a victim of structural oppression.”121  

As femi’s words crystallize, there is certainly a libertarian ethos within a particular 

segment of sex worker politics and a problem with white, cisgender sex working 

investments in racial capitalism. However, as femi, Carol Leigh, PONY, and many other 

sex workers also demonstrate, Weeks’ and Stallings’ critiques of the reproduction of the 

 
119 femi babylon, “What I Have to Do,” in in We Too: Essays on Sex Work and Survival, ed. Natalie West with 
Tina Horn (New York: NY, The Feminist Press, 2021), 158.  
120 Ibid, 163.  
121 Ibid, 164.  
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traditional work ethic should be deployed against particular sex worker rhetoric(s), but not 

the entire frame of sex work. As Leigh’s response to Gary Johnson reveals, not all sex 

workers adhere to the libertarian ethos of the free market and desire to work under 

capitalism. Many sex workers are working towards revolution. In Unrepentant Whore, 

Carol Leigh calls for peer empowerment, community building, and autonomy, instead of 

deploying the frame of individualized empowerment.122 Instead of criminalizing sex work, 

she calls for a revision of the world economy. 123 She calls for the reorganization of this 

nation’s economic structure, for example in aligning herself with the wages for housework 

movement. 124  In a 1983 public release for The Adventures of Scarlot Harlot: The 

Demystification of the Sex-Work Industry, Harlot is described as demystifying “this maze 

of patriarchal capitalism.”125 I bring these lines together to refute Weeks’s and Stallings’ 

citation of Carol Leigh as an example of sex workers investing in a capitalist work ethic. 

Weeks’s reading omits critical stances of Leigh’s on the relationship between sex work to 

pigeonhole the sex work analytic into a libertarian ethic, denying the revolutionary 

impulses of sex worker radicalism(s) envisioned. My reading of Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour gestures beyond a simple libertarian or reformist stance towards a 

revolutionary stance against the carceral and capitalist state that enclose the social in 

cisheteronormative arrangements to discipline adherence to racial capitalism’s call to 

order.   

A strength of sex worker radicalism(s) is a structural analysis of capitalist 

arrangements of work and labor. Instead of working towards inclusion within traditional 

 
122 Carol Leigh, Unrepentant Whore, 35. 
123 Ibid, 31.  
124 Ibid, 64. 
125 Ibid, 71. 



 

  
54 

work ethic, sex workers challenge work structures themselves. Instead of exceptionalizing 

the harm of sex work, sex workers point toward the violence of work under capitalism. 

Work is always a racializing, classed, gendered, and sexualized experience within racial 

capitalism and yet its elite members work to deny these dynamics. This is a common 

argument that sex workers return to when responding to critics of sex workers and the sex 

work frame. The relentless attacks on sex workers in the name of free choice (“no one 

should sell their body”) returns sex workers to a global analysis regarding the sublimation 

of the body for the purposes of work and survival. Chanelle Gallent posits: “the deeper 

question is: who really gets to choose to work? What about the force and exploitation of 

regular, everyday capitalism? Unless you have a trust fund or make all your money in the 

stock exchange, you are also forced to work.”126 In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation 

Tour, PONY members intervene in the everyday operations of Wall Street and study the 

social machinations of the stock exchange. Stockbrokers mark sex workers as producing 

queer and diseased networks of kinship and gain their own ethical purity in their 

denouncement and debasement of sex workers in public.  

Towards a Radical Sex Worker Collectivity 

I began this chapter with an epigraph from a 2016 reflection by Carol Leigh on the 

importance and power of sex worker collectivity. Despite the state’s ruthless efforts to 

make sex workers’ lives more and more unlivable, what the state cannot do is take away is 

the bonds that sex workers are forming against the carceral state. No matter how strong 

and Lena Dunham they are (a reference to Lena Dunham’s efforts to stop the push for 

decriminalization and the celebrification of anti-trafficking efforts), sex workers are 

 
126 Chanelle Gallent, “FUCK YOU PAY ME: The Pleasures of Sex Work,” in Pleasure Activism: The Politics of 
Feeling Good ed. adrienne maree brown (AK Press, 2019). 
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mobilizing transnational solidarities to nourish sex worker refusal and rebellion with 

hundreds of thousands sex workers and sex worker advocates refusing to cede space to 

legitimized operations. It is not just the frames of sex work and sex worker that Carol Leigh 

has offered. Harlot’s civil disobedience actions and their documentation are practices of 

queer sex worker world-making can be “distilled from the past and used to imagine a 

future.”127 

 Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour as a rhetorical protest performance 

unsettles the divisions between public and private space, licit and illicit work, and 

appropriate and inappropriate decorum instilled by cisheteronormative kinship 

arrangements of racial capitalism. By defying penal and moral codes that situate sex 

workers as an immoral and unlawful presence in the public sphere, Harlot and her PONY 

comrades refuse the call to order mandated by the law and upheld by civilian enforcement. 

The film shows that it is not merely the act of sex work but the kind of kinship that sex 

workers possess that perturbs elite sensibilities about the spatial arrangements of racial 

capitalism. Sex worker politics publicize sex working ways of life that upend white 

bourgeois conceptions of public and private space. Calling out the contradictions of the 

contemporary economic order becomes a rhetorical tool of sex worker movements. 

Refusing projects of spatial purification that attempt to purge prostitutes from public space, 

sex workers sing, laugh and dance together Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour 

which unveils a mode of sex worker collectivity in opposition to hegemonic arrangements 

of kinship. These “world-making potentialities contained in the performances of 

minoritarian citizen-subjects who contest the majoritarian public sphere” illustrate the 

 
127 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1.  
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power of sex working ways of being and moving together.128 By fashioning new worlds 

antagonistic to this one, sex workers radical politics offer glimpses of alternative ways to 

live and fight. 

 
128 Ibid, 56.  
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STRAIGHT FOR THE MONEY: SEX WORK, QUEERNESS AND THE COMRADESHIP OF THE 

OBSCENE 

 

“By being stereotyped as these headstrong victims, we’re not given the same 

room and leeway to have a hard day and need reassurance, or to want to get out, or to 

want to stay in, or whatever it is. I think it’s safer and easier in a lot of ways for people - 

whether it be family or friends or strangers - to assume that we either have it all together 

or we don’t know what the fuck we’re doing. And anything in between is sort of too hard 

for them to handle.”  

—Alice B. Brave129 

 “We asked no permissions to announce our desires for change; we had no training except 

the lessons of life based on racial, gender, and class hierarchies, but living on the borders 

of the acceptable had shown me the richness of difference, the comradeship of the 

obscene. It was always the primacy of the endangered body and then the question, how 

do you imagine a grassroots site of appreciation for the shamed and the derided, for the 

defiant and the lustful?” 

—Joan Nestle130 

One component of queer sex working lives is navigating and negotiating racialized, 

gendered and sexualized demands for authenticity in and out of sex work. Scholars of sex 

work have denoted the prevalence of authenticity as a concern of sex workers; for example, 

the demand for real hair, real intimacy, and real orgasms.131 These demands for authenticity 

demonstrate the broader modern regime of truth that instills an imperative to confess the 

“truth of sex” as a ritual of discourse and obligatory act of speech.132 This modern regime 

 
129 Hima B. Straight for the Money, Interviews with Queer Sex Workers, directed by Hima B. (New York: 
Himaphiliac Productions, 1994). 
130 Joan Nestle, “Who Were We to Do Such a Thing?  Grassroots Necessities, Grassroots Dreaming: The LHA 
in its Early Years,” Radical History Review 122 (May 2015), 236.  
131 Elizabeth Bernstein, Temporarily Yours: Intimacy, Authenticity, and the Commerse of Sex (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press); Hannah Frith, “Visualising the ‘real’ and the ‘fake’: emotion work and 
the representation of orgasm in pornography and everyday sexual interactions,” Journal of Gender Studies 
24, no. 4 (2015), 386-398.  
132 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume 1: An Introduction (Pantheon Books, 1978), 62. 
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of truth instigates accusations of fraudulence that particularly accrue to sex workers who 

are presumed to be deceptive site of seduction. This chapter explores the relationship 

between rhetoric, deception and harlotry by examining the rhetoric of queer sex workers 

presented in Hima B.’s 1994 documentary, Straight for the Money: Interviews with Queer 

Sex Workers. 

As I argue, the modern imperative for transparent and temperate rhetoric 

materializes violence against those accused as fraudulent and that fraudulence particularly 

accrues to Black queer and trans women. And yet as I note in the introduction, sex workers 

encounter a difficulty when describing violence against sex workers because that disclosure 

can be used against them to justify surveillance and policing. Situated within a paradigm 

of truth that seeks transparent subjects, the lives of queer sex workers present modes of 

relationality and being that exceed investments in authentic work and authentic being, 

disrupting the narrow frameworks posed by anti-prostitution feminists. In this chapter, I 

argue that the lives of lesbian and bisexual women who pass as straight for the money offer 

critical insight into the relationship between sex work, sexuality, and work in a racial 

capitalist world order. I mediate on queer sex worker performance and what performing 

occupational heterosexuality reveals about sexual performance, work, authenticity, and 

fraudulence. As my first epigraph alludes, part of the reason why sex workers experience 

inadequate care is because of the dichotomous frames that situate sex workers as either 

having it all together or as total victims of the trade. Against this backdrop, I explore Hima 

B.’s 1994 documentary film, Straight for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers 

as a film that offers textual complexity to theorizations of sex and work in racial capitalism. 

I turn to Black queer and trans feminism(s) to theorize the relationship between accusations 
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of fraudulence and passing to argue that subversion of cisheterosexuality from within is a 

rhetorical strategy deployed by queer sex working women navigating the demands of racial 

capitalism. 

The Haunting Spector of Lesbian and Bisexual Sex Workers 

The figure of the lesbian sex worker is often used to mobilize and justify anti-

prostitution ends. A number of feminists including Catherine MacKinnon, Kathleen Barry, 

and Sheila Jeffreys argue that pornography and prostitution are institutions of patriarchy 

and that the existence of lesbian prostitutes proves the inherent patriarchal violence of 

sexual economies; these scholars argue that prostitution and pornography must be 

abolished to free women from “serial rape” and “sexual slavery.”133 Lesbian historian and 

co-founder of the Lesbian Herstory Archives Joan Nestle embroiled herself in the debate 

over lesbian sex working women in 1987 when she published her article, “Lesbians and 

Prostitutes: A Historical Sisterhood,” investigating the erasure of lesbian sex workers from 

lesbian history and the “attitude boundaries” certain feminists make regarding women who 

exchange sex for money.134 Drawing together the psychoanalytic pathologization of the 

lesbian and prostitute, the sex working history of butch/femme bar cultures, and the 

emmeshed symbolization of lost womanhood lesbian and prostitute signify, Nestle argues 

that the history of lesbians engaging in sex work as a means must not be seen as a blemish 

on lesbian history to conceal but rather as clues that demonstrate the complexity of lesbian 

life.   

 
133 Catherine A. MacKinnon, “Trafficking, Prostitution, and Inequality,” Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties 
Law Review 46, no. 2 (2011): 274; Kathleen Barry, Female Sexual Slavery (New York, NY: NYU Press, 1984).  
134 Joan Nestle, A Restricted Country (Ithaca, New York: Firebrand Books, 1987), 164. 
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In her book Lesbian Heresy, Sheila Jeffreys argues that the “bits and pieces” Nestle 

puts together glamourizes prostitution and by portraying prostitution within lesbian history, 

she titillates audiences into an erotic fantasy and lures victims into eroticizing “the epitome 

of sexual subordination.” 135  Here, Jeffreys posits two common themes within anti-

prostitution argumentation: (1) that any defense of prostitution is deceptive, titillating, 

seductive, and/or strategic; and (2) that the exchange of sex for money is the quintessential 

objectification of women. Jeffreys and her associates argue that the abolition of prostitution 

and pornography is the necessary pre-condition for the return of lesbian subjectivity 

because, in the words of Jeffreys, “the narrow possibility that a woman working as a 

prostitute has to keep herself safe in a situation of risk is rather different from the rebellion 

involved in refusing service to men sexually at all and instead enjoy making love with a 

woman.”136 However, as the quote from Alice B. Brave that opens this chapter should 

suggest, sex workers have a lot to say as a response to lesbian-feminist opposition and the 

typifying dichotomies of agent/victim that these particular strains of white carceral 

feminism produce writ large. Alice B. Brave’s articulation of the ways in which the lived 

experiences of queer sex workers are often “too hard” for friends, family, and strangers to 

handle clarifies the necessity of a theoretical examination of queer sex working lives.   

I begin with the intellectual disagreement between Nestle and Jeffreys to introduce 

common argumentative ideologies that have shaped the debates around sex work and queer 

life, particularly the hesitations around lesbians engaging in sexual services with men and 

the anxiety of deception. Instead of following Jeffreys’ positioning of lesbian rebellion as 

a matter of refusing to service men, this essay challenges the way in which liberalism 

 
135 Sheila Jeffreys, Lesbian Heresy (Spinifex Press, 1993), 107. 
136Sheila Jeffreys, The Idea of Prostitution (Spinifex Press, 2009), 123-24. 
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situates refusal as an upwards move towards transcendence as the pathway of authentic 

liberation. In Jeffreys eyes, prostitution is a site of narrow possibility, a seductive titillation. 

Those who work sex and defend those who work sex would be better off refusing service 

and making love with a woman. I’m sure many lesbians would love to spend their days 

making rebellious love. But many sex workers have rent, bills due, debt to be collected, 

food to buy, babies to feed, and lovers to care for. And so sometimes the ability to opt out 

of sex work to spend every hour making love to a woman is unavailable, so one must be 

straight for the money, and then make love to women. The following is an account of the 

latter; a laying out the complexities within sex worker life for lesbian and bisexual women. 

Thinking through the queer sex worker rhetoric(s) that emerge within the 1994 

documentary Straight for the Money, I offer a counter-reading of refusal to name the 

complex rebellion of queer women working sex.   

A common thematic within academic research on sex work is centered around 

deciding between dichotomous positions of gendered power; in other words, academics 

debate about whether it is truly clients or workers who exercise power in sex work. Going 

against the anti-prostitution feminists, Eva Pendleton argues that the performative mimicry 

of heterosexuality of straight for the money sex workers is “in fact, quite subversive. It 

reverses the terms under which men feel entitled to unlimited access to women’s 

bodies.”137  Pendleton relies upon the argument that if patriarchy makes men entitled to 

unlimited access, queer women demanding pay reverses the terms of entitlement. My 

reading of Straight for the Money diverges from Pendleton’s because as I argue, demanding 

pay does not alter the entitlement of clientele nor does sex work ‘reverse’ titles of 

 
137 Eva Pendleton, “Love for Sale: Queering Heterosexuality,” in Whores and Other Feminists, ed. Jill Nagle 
(New York, NY: Routledge, 1997), 79. 
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possession and property or bestow authorized rank within racial capitalism. Instead, I 

follow Heather Berg’s argument that Pendelson’s emphasis on subversion on the grounds 

of an alleged power reversal renders invisible the specificity of the waged relation and the 

exploitation inherent to work under capitalism.138 Rather than theorize sex work as an 

inherent subversion because of compensation, I ponder another kind of subversion. What 

if sex working subversion (formed from sub- “under, beneath; behind; from under” and 

vertere “to turn, turn back, be turned”) offers not a reversal of entitlement but rather, an 

underthrowing of authority, “a fugitive move away from subjectivity toward sub-

jectivity?139 This fugitive relationship would not run away from the positioning of sex 

working persuasions as dangerous and deceptive but rather works towards underthrow of 

the authorized operations of white cisheterosexual racial capitalism from its inside. Instead 

of moving upwards towards an elevated perch, this queer sex working politic 

communicates defiance by staying beneath in a “subversive simmering subterrain.”140  

Authenticity and Rhetorical Accusations of Fraudulence 

To theorize straight for the money, I turn to Black, queer and trans feminism(s) on 

passing to theorize the conception of persona and how situates the racial dynamics of queer 

sex working women. As I investigate more closely in the next section, Black, queer sex 

working women experience intensified scrutiny regarding their relationship to the category 

of woman. Sandra Harvey has articulated the anti-Black biopolitical and necropolitical 

underpinnings of race and gender passing dynamics.141 Tracing accusations of passing to 

 
138 Heather Berg, “Sex, work, queerly: Identity, authenticity and laboured performance,” in Queer Sex Work, 
ed. Katy Pilcher, Mary Laing, Nicola Smith (Routledge, 2015), 24.  
139 Marquis Bey, “Black Fugitivity Un/Gendered,” The Black Scholar 49 no. 1 (2019), 60.  
140 Ibid. 
141 Sandra Harvey, “Passing for Free, Passing for Sovereign: Blackness and the Formation of the Nation,” 
PhD Dissertation, (University of California Santa Cruz, 2017). 
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surveillance apparatuses of the plantation regime that mandated black people possess an 

authorized pass, Harvey’s scholarship examines how narratives within fugitive slave 

advertisements juxtaposed fraudulence and authenticity to solidify in the national 

imaginary the belief that black people could never legitimately occupy the position of a 

“free person.” A fugitive’s intelligence, ability to read and write or potential to impersonate 

a blacksmith or preacher from the North were evoked within antebellum newspapers as 

signs of fraudulence white people should suspect from black fugitives. Post emancipation, 

a range of literature emerged on passing and the ways in which the instability of racial 

categories imbued dilemmas regarding kinship, mobility, and freedom. Sandra Harvey’s 

scholarship attends to the ways in which anxieties surrounding authority and accusations 

of fraudulent impersonation are rooted in white supremacist and anti-Black arrangements 

of personhood. 

Calls for the recognition and performance of authentic personas in opposition to 

fraudulence often ground calls for incorporation and assimilation. The 1950s signaled a 

shift in passing dynamics towards “postpassing narratives”142 calling for black people to 

refuse to pass which “foreshadows contemporary liberal multicultural policies that demand 

black Americans be able to take up a legitimate place in U.S. civil society.”143 In 1991, 

Sandy Stone invoked a similar call for the refusal of passing, in this case, for transsexuals 

to forgo passing as cisgender on the basis that it forecloses the possibility of authentic 

relationships.144 Her critique of the clinical narrations trans people who seek surgery must 

 
142Gayle Wald, Crossing the Line: Racial Passing in Twentieth-Century U.S. Literature and Culture (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2000). 
143 Sandra Harvey, “Passing for Free, Passing for Sovereign,” 7. 
144 Sandy Stone, "The 'Empire' Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto," in Body Guards: The Cultural 
Politics of Gender Ambiguity, eds. Julia Epstein and Kristina Straub (New York: Routledge, 1991).  
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articulate is a critical intervention regarding the regulatory apparatuses of Western medical 

establishment. And yet, Stone’s call for authenticity is rooted within the idea that when one 

passes, “relationships begin as lies” and the claim that “whether desiring to do so or not, 

transsexuals do not grow up in the same ways as ‘GGs’, or genetic ‘naturals’.”145 I question 

Stone’s insistence that “to generate a true, effective and representational counterdiscourse 

is to speak from outside the boundaries of gender.”146 The appeal to the outside is not 

dissimilar to Jeffreys desire for a lesbianism outside of sex work; to this desire for 

transcendence I pose the question, must the transsexual empire strike back from outside 

the boundaries of gender? Must rebellion emerge on the grounds of authenticity and 

reaffirm anxieties surrounding fraudulence? Stone’s demand for an outside, transcendental, 

authentic counter-discourse is an element of liberal refusal politics leveraged against sex 

workers who “pass” and begin relationships “as lies.” I would posit that Stone’s move 

towards authentic transgender relations in opposition to deception reaffirms the white 

cisheteronormative rhetorical imperative of transparency.  

Straight for the Money offers another account of refusal, a practice of “refusal [that] 

takes place inside and makes its break, its fight, its exodus from the inside.”147 As C. Riley 

Snorton argues, “we must open ourselves to the productive possibilities of the ‘gray’ and 

the contradictory social spaces some trans people inhabit at the edges of legibility.”148 

Hima B’s Straight for the Money is an excellent text to examine the contradictory social 

spaces that queer and trans sex workers hold at the edges of legibility. Queer South Asian 

filmmaker Hima B took up dancing in San Francisco clubs in the early 1990s both to 

 
145 Ibid 13:11.  
146 Stone, “The ‘Empire’ Strikes Back.”  
147 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study, 64.  
148 C. Riley Snorton, “’A New Hope’: The Psychic Life of Passing,” Hypatia 24, no. 3 (Summer 2009), 90. 
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provide for herself and to fund her filmmaking.149  One of her projects, Straight for the 

Money, features eight lesbian and bisexual women who work as prostitutes, strippers, porn 

stars, and phone sex providers discussing how they negotiate their jobs as sex workers 

working primarily with heterosexual customers. A critical thematic that emerges within 

Straight for the Money and queer sex working rhetoric(s) writ large is the concept of 

persona. While some queer sex workers have described how they’ve engaged in sex work 

“looking like a butch dyke from hell,”150 many describe the persona they simulate as a 

central labor of sex work. When asked in Straight for the Money about whether people at 

work know that she is queer, Jessica responds:  

It has been used against me by other dancers with customers, like they’ve felt 

jealous about me, like how dare I be a dyke and be in this industry and be able to 

put on this whole little persona and this look that I can I put on and be able to get 

these customers and I really think it has come out of jealousy and maybe feeling 

threatened by me being so out. 

The frustrations that straight dancers have with queer sex workers passing as 

straight for the money indicates how authenticity is “used against” minoritarian subjects 

who “pass” as personas divergent from the “truth” of their sexuality. To dare to be a dyke 

and put on a whole little persona opens oneself to violence that accrues through accusations 

of deception. Such rhetorical accusations of fraudulence could be instigated by dancers 

revealing Jessica’s “true sexuality” to customers to increase their financial pay out over 

Jessica’s. In 1995, Berkeley radio station KPFA aired an interview with Hima B. about 

 
149 Hima B. references Straight for the Money being funded by her own stripping in the roundtable “Showing 
Up Fully: Women of Color Discuss Sex Work,” in Whores and Other Feminists, ed. Jill Nagle (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 1997), 196 and an interview with Ani Maitra, "Why Isn't Michelle Lopez on Judge Judy? 
Citizenship and Televisuality in Hima B.'s And I Do Survive." Camera Obscura: Feminism, Culture, and Media 
Studies 25, no. 2 (74) (2010): 183-195. 
150 Blake Aarens, Hima B., Gina Gold, Jade Irie, Madeleine Lawson and Gloria Lockett. “Showing Up Fully: 
Women of Color Discuss Sex Work,” in Whores and Other Feminists, ed. Jill Nagle (New York, NY: Routledge, 
1997), 199. 
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Straight for the Money, that further clarified the risks of being publicly out as a queer sex 

worker:  

A few of the women who were part of this documentary have told me about 

incidences after this piece came out in which customers saw this piece and then 

came back to work and identified these women and they did lose these customers 

if they were regular customers; […] there was some was backlash against them.151 

The accusation of deception, however, exceeds what we might interpret as financial 

backlash. Accusations of deception can also open queer sex workers to numerous other 

violences, from white, cisheterosexual men’s practices of “correcting” and “unveiling” 

deviant sexualities and gender performances to corrective rape. As China Blue says in 

Straight for the Money, customers turn disclosure of queer sexual orientations into what 

they want to hear, that women have sex with women for the entertainment of men. Or 

Hima, who said it’s acceptable to have an interest in women as long as you couch it as 

something you do on the side in between male lovers.152 If clientele can figure a sex 

worker’s deviance into their fantasies and realities, she can get paid. But that payment does 

not provide sex workers immunity against violence nor invert the authorized entitlement 

of clientele. Suspecting deception, stratagem and/or inauthentic performativity can be the 

impetus for clientele to stalk, follow, harass, rape and/or murder the sex workers they seek 

out. The social and legal surveillance and suspicion of sex workers arises from the passing 

dynamics rooted in “the antebellum slave surveillance regime” and its afterlives.153 This 

violence doesn’t just disproportionately target Black sex workers, it is organized within a 

dialectic that attaches whiteness (and non-Blackness) to authenticity and Blackness to 

 
151 “Hima B on Straight For The Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers,” KPFA, Queer in Your Ear 
Productions, Berkeley: CA: KPFA, 1995, https://soundcloud.com/queer-in-your-ear/straight-for-the-
money. 
152 Ibid.  
153 Sandra Harvey, “Passing as Free, Passing as Sovereign,” 13.  
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fraudulence. Accusations of fraudulence and deception, even when they can be leveraged 

against white queer sex working women like Jessica, are the most deadly and vicious at the 

intersection of anti-Blackness, misogyny and transphobia which Black trans femme 

scholars name as systemic conditions of transmisogynoir.154  

Buying Authenticity and the Exchange Value of Sex Work 

While there is some discourse within the film calling for sex work to be legitimated 

on the basis of sex workers being spiritual healers or sex therapists, the vast majority of the 

interviewees in Straight for the Money are focused on the money as the justification for 

their work. From Eleanor M., we learn that lot of her lovers have been titillated by her 

work, but she worries if they knew what she really did they might be grossed out; “It’s hard 

because it is by survival so I’m not going to ever change that.” Straight for the Money does 

little to enforce a singular narrative regarding the reality of sex work, rather it presents 

queer sex workers and their strategic uses of disclosure to facilitate the passing of money 

from clientele to sex worker. Obtaining money involving the development and 

management of a fraudulent persona, the women of Straight for the Money shed light on 

how authenticity is sought, and how fraudulence is sold within sex work. The following 

section will consider the ways in which clients, in varying ways, situate authenticity within 

the exchange of sexual services for money.  

The predicament of regarding sex work and fraudulence illuminates the dialectic of 

authenticity integral to the modern project. Dean MacCannell writes:  

‘The dialectic of authenticity is at the heart of the development of all modern social 

structure. It is manifest in concerns for ecology and front, in attacks on what is 

 
154  Ashlee Marie Preston, “The Anatomy of Transmisogynoir,” Harper’s Bazaar, September 9, 2020, 
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/features/a33614214/ashlee-marie-preston-transmisogynoir-
essay/. 
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phony, pseudo, tacky, in bad taste, mere show, tawdry and gaudy. These concerns 

conserve a solidarity at the level of the total society, a collective agreement that 

reality and truth exist somewhere in society, and that we ought to be trying to find 

them and refine them.155  

Academic and former sex worker Katherine Frank theorizes questions of 

authenticity in the strip club while investigating Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulation. 

For Baudrillard, simulation is different than the realization that something that is faked: 

“‘Pretending, or dissimulating, leaves the principle of reality intact: the difference is always 

clear, it is simply masked, whereas simulation threatens the difference between the ‘true’ 

and the ‘false,’ the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary.’”156 The search for the real is ‘‘no longer a 

question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody,’’ rather, ‘‘it is a question of 

substituting the signs of the real for the real.’”157 The duplication of authenticity renders 

both the “real” and “imitation” artificial. Regulars, customers who repeatedly frequent a 

particular strip club, often position themselves “not like the other guys” by “claiming the 

ability to see through staged performances in the club with cynicism of a post-tourist.”158 

Frank highlights how certain men claim they can tell which dancers are “hustlers” just 

“here to make money,” or how other men are adamant how they understand strip clubs to 

be a business and laugh at less wealthy men who think the dancers are really attracted to 

them. “Smart” clients recognize the inauthenticity that financial transaction foregrounds 

within sex work, leaving sex workers in a position where they must strategize how to hustle 

clients who already are attempting to discern fraudulence. Clientele try to “find” an 

authentic reality underneath the financial exchange even while recognizing inauthenticity. 

 
155 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (Schocken Books, 1976), 155. 
156 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Michigan Press, 1981), 3. 
157 Ibid, 2. 
158 Ibid, 182. 
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In Straight for the Money as a response to the question, “Have you ever gotten off with a 

customer?” Eleanor M. responds: 

 Sometimes I’ll get really intense with customers who are really attractive and really 

nice and they give me a lot of money, but after a while they stop giving me 

money…they think, well, she’s attracted to me I don’t need to give her any more 

money. And the attraction is gone. The minute they stop giving me money, I’m 

like, well, that’s it, it’s over. 

Eleanor M.’s commentary elucidates the paradox of authenticity and sex work. 

When one convinces a client of their mutual attraction, the money vanishes. Many clients 

seek to pay for authentic intimacy yet if sex workers perform intimacy that passes as 

authentic, they cannot get paid. Sex workers must play the line between authenticity and 

fraudulence as a rhetorical strategy for occupational persuasion. Katherine Frank most 

poignantly examines the example of a client who laughs at another man who proclaims, 

“he’s just sitting, totally looking at the girl in adornment and is starstruck and he’s just 

falling in love with her. And she’s good! She’s falling in love back, right? And he’s buying 

it! [laughs].”159 Frank highlights the unintended double meaning of “buying” for how it 

reveals the way in which doubting the dancers’ stories and performances is “in part, a way 

of reasserting control over a commodified situation (I may be buying her time, but I’m not 

buying her performance).”160 Clients claiming to understand the financial arrangements of 

the strip club is also an attempt to claim authority in being able to judge genuine encounters 

from fraudulent ones.  

The ease of presenting an authentic straight for the money persona is stratified by 

white supremacy and its attending logics. In a way, whiteness itself is a “pass”—a pass of 

 
159 Ibid, 183.  
160 Ibid, 184. 
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authority that preserves a right to a personhood secured by accumulation-thru-

dispossession. Here, I echo Harvey’s argument that while everyone “can and does pass in 

multiple ways,” we must not flatten the ways peoples experience passing differently, most 

notably the ways in which anti-Blackness is central to the functions of a passing regime 

that situate Black people at the heart of suspicion.161 Perhaps another way to enter this 

conversation is to examine the “for the money” component. When Straight for the Money 

asked the interviewees, “What about the bucks, the green, the deniro?” Jessica questions 

the narrative that sex workers are raking in the money by saying “are you kidding? You 

just gave me five bucks to sit on your dick, does that feel like enough money, you know, 

ever?” followed by Eleanor, who reasons, “I’d like to get paid more but I think I’m getting 

paid pretty good for what I’m having to do.” Both white, Jessica and Eleanor M. are 

justifiably questioning the exchange labor value of their work. And yet the two Black 

women in the film, China Blue and Fatima, introduce a further complexity regarding labor 

value and anti-Blackness. Following Eleanor M. and Jessica, Straight for the Money cuts 

to China Blue who says unswervingly: “Hell no. Fuck no. Fuck no. Even nights that you’ve 

got a nice customer giving you five hundred dollars for a couple of hours, it’s never 

enough.”  

For China Blue and Fatima, sex work is not merely the exchange of a heterosexual 

sexual services, it is an exchange imbued with racial violence given racial capitalism’s 

production of asymmetrical wealth accumulation.  When asked about their customers, 

China Blue describes one customer who told her that he loves sitting with Black women 

because “they don’t age,” and when China Blue says, “well black women have melanin,” 

 
161 Sandra Harvey, “Passing for Free, Passing for Sovereign,” 10. 
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the customer says, “oh you mean watermelanin?” Following China Blue, Fatima describes 

customers evoking racial stereotypes and exotifying her more than what’s she’s 

comfortable with. China Blue and Fatima’s responses drive home China Blue’s “Hell no. 

Fuck no. Fuck no,” to the question of money—there is no calculation of authentic labor 

value within racial capitalism for black sex working women. The money is never enough. 

The money does not redress misogynoir because clientele cannot even calculate what’s 

owed. The exchange value cannot be calculated. The persona Black women are hailed to 

invent when passing as straight for the money exceeds “heterosexuality,” it is also a 

persona that has to bear racial violence to get paid. And as Fatima recalls, one of the 

difficulties of sex work is “the thing of the money, the fantasy – or the reality – of there 

always being more money for you.” For some, a reality of boundless money is available. 

For others, unlimited money remains a fiction because of the racialized, classed and 

gendered dynamics of racial capitalism. These moments from China Blue and Fatima 

demonstrate Anthony Reed’s argument that “heteronormativity and the bourgeois norms 

of sexual propriety it entails rest on a foundation of antiblackness.”162 The racialized labor 

dynamics of racial capitalism demonstrated in Straight for the Money illustrate the ongoing 

and persistent functions of anti-Black racism within economic exchange in and out of sex 

work.  

Rebellion Within Ruse 

The sex workers in Straight for the Money provide an angle of analysis that 

demands attention towards the narrow possibilities of this world, the narrow possibilities 

of a racist, homophobic, capitalist world order. If feminists call sex work unhealthy, sex 

 
162 Anthony Reed, “The Only Way Out Is In: Girl 6, Sex Work, and the Color Line,” Camera Obscura 86, vol. 
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workers respond by studying how and where that violence emerges from. Straight for the 

Money confronts the ways in which lesbians have simplistically define lesbianism as the 

refusal of men. In this chapter, I have sought to maintain malleability within the use of 

lesbian, recalling Amber Hollibaugh’s words that lesbians “may also sleep with men, 

whether we call that bisexuality, coming out, economic necessity, or we don’t dare talk 

about it.”163 Jeffreys and her associates’ attempt(s) to preserve lesbianism from sex work 

is an allyship with the bourgeoisie that scapegoats sex workers as the primary obstacle to 

feminism. Jeffreys denouncement of lesbian sex workers as titillating other women into 

eroticizing their own oppression in favor of “refusing service to men sexually at all and 

instead enjoy making love with a woman” is the search for an authentic outside to power 

that chastises women in sex work.164 Not everyone wakes up with the freedom to refuse to 

service men—some of the 99% have many hats to put on, or in this case, wigs and heels. 

Jessica, for instance, reminds us of these dynamics when she says: “Women in general in 

the sex industry see a part of men that men don’t really disclose to other women in their 

lives and that could be looked at as being unhealthy to be in that environment but to me 

that’s about not being in denial about what men are really like and what are power 

differences are.” Just as Jessica calls for a refusal of denial about what men are really like 

and gendered power dynamics, radical sex worker politics must not be denial about the 

operations of anti-Blackness that make Black women not only in greater need of sex work 

but furthermore experience intensified violence within sex work. This requires that white 

sex workers name their whiteness that is most commonly left unmarked. 

 
163 Amber Hollibaugh, My Dangerous Desires: A Queer Girl Dreaming Her Way Home (Durham & London: 
Duke University Press, 2000), 190.  
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Situated within the illicit, the rhetoric(s) of queer sex workers hint towards a 

rebellion from the underside. Instead of running away from deception, queer sex workers 

play with significations of white cisheterosexuality which is another way is to say, study 

the significations of white cisheterosexuality. The women of Straight for the Money 

challenge a common denial of the racial, gendered and classed arrangements of power in 

and out of sex work. Near the end of the film, Rainbeau recalls:  

 “Most men… have a very narrow-minded idea of what sexy is, what beautiful is, 

and what erotica is. They have a very pornographic, very programmed sense of sex 

and that’s what they want to see on stage. They don’t want to see us rejoicing in 

our bodies like that, believe me they don’t. They want to see us rejoicing in their 

bodies…” 

Rainbeau’s evocation of the programmed sense of sex constructs a reading of the 

operations of white cisheterosexual arrangements of kinship within sex working 

economies. In attempt to stabilize their own selfhood, clientele construct suspicions of 

unauthorized fraudulence and rebellion. Sex workers are hailed to construct a reality of 

authentic pleasure for clientele and sex workers are variably punished for exceeding the 

frames of proper white, cisgender womanhood. Clientele want to be titillated or tickled 

from the illicit underside, but they don’t want the underthrow of their authority but 

unsettling the framework of authenticity upon which it rests. It is here where queer sex 

workers can leverage a horizon against the programmatic functions of sex and sexuality 

within racial capitalism.  

In opposition to queer and trans scholarship that calls to defend and expand the 

realm of the “authentic” as the exclusive site of liberative relationality, the lives of lesbian 

and bisexual sex workers who pass in and out of heterosexuality for pay calls for a return 

to thinking fraudulence and the potentiality of rebellion within ruse. Authenticity is hailed 

by more than clientele of sex workers. It’s not just Sheila Jeffreys that theorizes “narrow 



 

  
74 

possibilities” within sex work and the “full possibilities” in its rejection. Sandy Stone isn’t 

alone in her call for the end to relationships that begin in lies. There is a real ethos 

surrounding authentic sexuality within mainstream LGBTQ activism writ large that calls 

for one to live true to one’s self. Mainstream LGBTQ activism has rhetorically mobilized 

around the idea that gender and sexuality are inherent to one’s genetic code and that our 

love should be authorized on the claim that queer lives are just like heterosexual lives. In 

doing so, LGBTQ activism refuses the potentiality for fugitive sub-version within gender 

and sexual perversion that emerges within queer sex working stratagem.  

Instead of privatizing violence in fear that violence might mobilize crackdowns on 

sex worker’s livelihoods, Straight for the Money charts the complexities of violence. Alice 

B. Brave speaks about the time a man tried to rape her and make a snuff film. Rainbeau 

addresses the shame she experienced when she had an orgasm when raped. Fatima and 

China Blue recollect quotidian racist violence within the strip club. Feminist condemnation 

of sex work, homophobia from both sex workers and clientele and whorephobia from 

former lesbian lovers are central thematic(s) within the film. And yet, Straight for the 

Money has all these beautiful moments regarding queer life. Kelly talks about after lovers 

who didn’t support her work, she now refuses “to be with anyone on an intimate level who 

can’t support me and what I do.” Alice B. Brave tells her partners when they get jealous 

that her standards for clients are never the standards that she holds her lovers. China Blue 

talks about the time she dated another dancer while working together. Jessica and Eleanor 

M. kiss in the film topless. There’s an abundance of laughter in the film. Straight for the 

Money does not present or represent an authentic sex working subject seeking legitimate 
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recognition, it turns authenticity on its head from its underside. The film paints a refusal 

that undergoes an exodus from cisheterosexuality from its internal operations.  

By foregrounding fraudulent relationships towards the visual and performative 

practices of heterosexuality, queer sex workers are building informal proximities on the 

underside of passing. The multitude of experiences and tonalities within Straight for the 

Money refuses the ease of certain feminist thought that posit sex work as an inherent site 

of exceptional violence yet also refuses to deny the afterlives of slavery that subjugate 

Black sex working women. The words of lesbian and bisexual women evoke the words 

written in Joan Nestle’s “Lesbians and Prostitutes: A Historical Sisterhood” and presented 

in Straight for the Money: “Whores, like queers, are a society’s dirty joke. To even suggest 

that they have a history, not as a map of pathology but as a record of people, is to challenge 

sacrosanct boundaries.”165 Lesbian sex workers might be society’s dirty joke but the laughs 

of the women in Straight for the Money linger. Within unauthorized fraudulence, queer sex 

workers devise fugitive plans of promiscuity.  

In wigs, red fingernails and pumps, queer sex workers orchestrate what Nestle calls 

the “comradeship of the obscene”.166 Contra politics of lesbian purity that disavow the 

unruly intimacies between sexual and gender deviants of all assignations that produced the 

momentous revolt in the events known as Stonewall and Compton’s Cafeteria, the 

comradeship of the obscene affirms the complexities of queer sex working ways of life. 

The comradeship of the obscene evokes what Vernon Lee named as the “queer 

comradeship of outlawed thought” at the turn of the 20th century; the relational intimacies 
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and intellectualities of the illicit.167 The imagined obscenity of lesbian sex worker life 

regulates them not merely off the public screen of the nation-state but furthermore, off the 

public screen of lesbian-feminism. The comradeship of the obscene marks those that chose 

to stand in bathroom together in the bathroom lines of illicit queer bars of the 1950s where 

whores and queers sat on the same barstools and go home as lovers, not the cult of lesbian 

sisterhood exclusive to those who distant from proximities for men or a transsexual empire 

built in opposition to fraudulence. The comradeship of the obscene refuses to give credence 

to the logics of propriety and rather stays on its edge, immersing sex worker collectivity in 

a richness of difference. As Jodi Dean argues, “comrade is a figure of political belonging, 

term of address, and carrier of expectations for action.” 168  If comradeship engenders 

courage towards collective political work as a necessary condition for communism; the 

comradeship of the obscene builds a sex working communism that carries the expectation 

that we must abandon the bourgeois morality that Rodrick A. Ferguson attributes not only 

to capitalism but to its Marxist opponents that deploy the figure of the prostitute as the 

apocalyptic and chaotic symbol of capitalism’s violence.169  

Straight for the money sex workers challenge the naturalization of the operations 

of authenticity that generate strains of feminism that seek authentic lesbian subjectivity, 

queer politic(s) that posits queerness as a truth, and the modern impulse to suspect, accuse 

and unveil sex workers as deceptive and strategic. This chapter argues that sex workers 

passing as straight for the money is not a move to the outside of power nor a reversal of 
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power, it is a subversion of authentic subjectivity. In a sense, this chapter has sought to 

offer queer sex workers, in the words of Alice B. Brave, the “room and leeway to have a 

hard day and need reassurance, or to want to get out, or to want to stay in, or whatever it 

is.” It is easy to make simplified judgements about the lives of sex workers; it is a far more 

difficult task to theorize passing in and out of sex work and the complexities of navigating 

violence while working sex. Hima B.’s Straight for the Money stays with the complicated 

predicament of queer women working sex with men and making love to women, and in 

doing so, challenges the ease of authenticity integral to the modern project in favor of 

lesbian sex working rebellion amid unrelenting violence. Straight for the money sex 

workers hint at a stirring rebellion from the inside and underside of sub-jectivity. By 

refusing modern demand for authentic and gender and sexual performance, sex workers 

gesture towards another mode of relationality in and through fraudulence.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

“We have seen how our communities – black, disabled, queer and trans, poor, houseless, 

drug user, sex worker – have been impacted in the past and at present, by the prison 

industrial complex and criminalization. We have been subject to obliteration by police 

violence, so many lives have been extinguished and stolen. We are meant to perish but 

we are not disposable. Even as the prison industrial complex tries to contain our 

communities, keep our bodies and genders captive and policed, we know that our 

political imaginations are free. There are viable alternatives – both that already exist and 

are being created – to ‘organized abandonment,’ to interpersonal harm, to the regulation 

of our lives and institutionalized death via the prison industrial complex. Let’s support 

and expand them.” 

—Che Gossett170 

“Our gestures are utopian. Our gestures outlive death.” 

—Sophia Rossi171 

Sex workers are living amid viscous efforts to eradicate sex working existence. 

Neither Irene Silt nor I use the word extinction lightly to describe the socio-political 

arrangements of racial capitalism that ruthlessly work to capture, control, and eliminate the 

dissonant sex working lives. This thesis explores the premise that sex workers are 

positioned as a dangerous persuasion that must be eliminated to save the morality of 

modern racial capitalism. Sex workers are situated as reproducing contagious and 

multiplying perversities and possessing threatening rhetorical powers to coax unadvisable 

public action. Dangerous, deceptive, tempting, loose, promiscuous, intemperate, queer—

these are some of the rhetorical scripts that castigate sex workers in order to establish and 

naturalize the divisions and boundaries between the fixers and those that need to be fixed.  

 
170 Published in Che Gossett, “We Will Not Rest In Peace: AIDS Activism, Black Radicalism, Queer and/or 
Trans Resistance,” in Queer Necropolitics, eds. Jin Haritaworn, Adi Kuntsman and Silvia Posocco (Routledge, 
2014), 19. 
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Serial killers that target sex workers and those perceived to be sex workers emerge 

from a structure that situates sex workers as legitimately deserving punishment, but they 

are not the only death-making agents. Racial capitalism is serially killing sex workers 

through isolation, stigmatization, murder, poverty, homelessness, ecocide, borders, 

prisons, and police and military apparatuses. These efforts at extinction are innumerable 

and state-sanctioned, occurring at both the level of the structure and the level of the subject. 

Calls to be straight, go straight, and straighten up are little extinctions in their own way; 

they are calls to eradicate the sexually deviant and gender non-conforming textures, habits, 

and gestures that precede and exceed the rigid confines of white supremacist 

cisheterosexuality. Sex workers are called to repent and distance themselves from 

fraudulence; to become stable and transparent subjects compatible with arrangements of 

public/private divide that grounds the dual project of manifest destiny and manifest 

domesticity of the United States. This thesis investigated the compatibility of particular 

instantiations of sex worker activism with the libertarian position to parse out an alternative 

horizon of queer sex worker radicalism(s) that move in an illegitimate refusal of the zoned 

arrangements of the bio- and necropolis. Through enigmatic vocabularies and gestures, 

queer sex working sociality fashions tactical-strategic horizons of collectivity against 

institutionalized violence conditioned and conventionalized by racial capitalism. Such sex 

worker socialities challenge the incorporative and assimilative imperative in favor of queer 

sex working politics of defiance that tempts those who see in the solicitation an invitation 

for revolution against the structural arrangements of power that constrain sex working 

livelihood and politics.  
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Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour and Straight for the Money: Interviews 

with Queer Sex Workers are glimpses of queer sex working ensembles of the past that can 

provide blueprints for queer sex working futures. Both films affront the enclosures of the 

social that work to keep sex workers from knowing each other and their masses. By 

publicizing not only the violence that sex workers experience but modes of sex worker 

livelihood in opposition to legal and social codes of conduct that work to keep everyone in 

their assigned place and function, Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate Solicitation Tour and Straight 

for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers loosen the naturalized cisheterosexual 

arrangements of racial capitalism that prioritize and naturalize aspirations towards privacy, 

property, ownership, chastity, innocence, transparency and authenticity. Following María 

Lugones, sex working practices of sociality are besieged by and are in defiance of logics 

and structures of domination. Studying with sex workers offers plotting possibilities for 

promiscuous planning. Instead of aiming upwards, sex worker sociality studies from below 

and refuses the call to order in favor of the crazy and unimaginable potentialities of an 

unruly sex working revolution against racial capitalism and its carceral continuum. Waging 

radical coalitional struggles against the call to order, sex worker modes of collectivity 

create and allow dissonance to continue against efforts of sex worker extinction.   

In A Vindication of the Rights of Whores, Gail Pheterson remarks that it is “tempting 

to delay publication because new contacts are being made literally day by day.”172 While 

defiance is nothing new for whores, collective sex worker defiance is growing in a 

multiplying and perverse fashion. Sex workers and those that move with—and not above—

sex workers must continue to mobilize a “communism through deploying and deepening 
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an ensemble of ties.”173 In colluding with one another as comrades and conspiring with and 

towards a Black trans abolitionist praxis against the carceral capitalist state, queer sex 

workers are building a comradeship of the obscene through alternative ways of living that 

upend disloyalty to bourgeois morality, property relations, and labor arrangements. In 

“Free Fall,” Sophia Rossi traces the ways in which sex workers are working to keep each 

other alive in opposition to the operations of the police and capital through practices of 

harm reduction, mutual aid, teach-ins, shared clientele, cop watch and sex worker 

parties.174 These gestures leap away from the stultifying present and attempt to reach 

another time and place. By working together to challenge the structure of racial capitalism, 

sex workers are refusing the individuating and isolating conditions of capital in favor of 

intemperate speculative modes of sociality against the social order. As Irene Silt puts it, 

“isolation is the trap of capitalism,” and “being alone in your refusal is a trap.”175 In 

refusing the constraints of isolation, sex workers are conjuring individual acts of civil 

disobedience into enactments of collective refusal and soliciting anti-capitalist and anti-

carceral horizons.     

Che Gossett poignantly articulates that alternatives exist and are being created in 

opposition to the regulatory and institutionalized death of the prison and military industrial 

complexes.  They must be supported and expanded. A common thematic within radical sex 

worker politics emanates from the problem that very few non-sex working workers want 

to fight with and for sex workers. The systemic failure of non-sex workers to support and 

expand sex worker radicalism(s) reaffirms my own thesis claim about modern 
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apprehensions around sex workers that position sex workers as too risky and dangerous. 

As sex worker advocate from Mo Ho Justice Jay-Marie Hill puts it, sex workers shouldn’t 

have to save their own lives “over and over.”176 Sex workers are already building horizons 

of care and resistance and non-sex workers should be “elevating and resourcing those care 

networks.”177 Moreover, non-sex workers must listen and engage with the cacophonous 

noise of sex worker collectivity to envision and enact ways of living in opposition to the 

laws, rules, and habits of racial capitalism. The stigmatization that accrues to sex workers 

affects those that exchange compensated sexual services and those perceived as sex 

workers, but it also works to keep everyone aspiring towards proper modes of subjectivity 

in and out of work. Studying with sex workers can pass on necessary anti-state knowledges 

and practices that permits one to learn and participate in the communicative creations and 

possibilities of sex worker radicalism(s).  

Unruly and unrepentant whore politics that schemes and dreams against 

cisheteronormative arrangements of racial capitalism and the nation-state makes common 

cause with minoritarian subjects against the call to order.  In Scarlot Harlot’s Interstate 

Solicitation Tour and Straight for the Money: Interviews with Queer Sex Workers, sex 

workers refuse to be alone in their refusal and come together despite the risks of collective 

defiance. They present a radical sex worker legacy of sex worker gestures of care and 

collectivity that are, as Sophia Rossi posits, utopian practices that can outlive death. 

Reckoning with the cacophonous rhetoricity of queer sex workers daring to foreword a 
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collective sex worker practice gestures towards rebellious ways of living under and against 

the necropolitics of racial capitalism.  
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